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Western civilization began in the Middle East: Judaism and 
Christianity, as well as Islam, were born there. For a millennium, 
the Islamic empires were ahead of the West, in many aspects of 
learning, technology and medicine, and were militarily far more 
powerful. It took another two centuries for the West to forge 
ahead. Renowned expert Christopher Catherwood reveals how 
much we owe the Middle East for the civilization we enjoy today. 

Catherwood puts the twentieth-century Middle East in its broader 
historical context—from the ancient empires to the dawn of 
Islam, from the Crusades to the rise and fall of the Ottoman 
Empire, and from the creation of Israel to today s so-called “clash 
of civilizations”. He asks key questions: Iraq is at the heart of 
Middle Eastern history, a place where Jews, Muslims and 
Christians lived for over a thousand years in harmony. Why is it 
so different now? What is the place of Jews in the Middle East? 
Why does Osama bin Laden see 1918, with the fall of the 
Ottoman Empire, as the tipping point? These issues are clearly 
explained in a way that reaches behind the rhetoric right to the 
roots of the present conflict. 
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PREFACE 


Before we even begin a history of the Middle East, we ought 
first to define our terms. 

The very expression ‘Middle East’ is, as commentators 
rightly point out, a Eurocentric or certainly a Western term. 
The original term was Near East, but even that does not help 
us very much. For, if we look at a map, the area is only in the 
east if you look at it from Europe or the USA. Seen from 
China, for instance, it is in the west. (The Chinese, for 
example, call themselves the Middle Kingdom, which might 
be an accurate reflection of how the Chinese have seen them¬ 
selves historically, but does not provide geographic accuracy). 
Strictly speaking, therefore, it might be better to call it some¬ 
thing like south-west Asia. 

Historically other terms existed before Near East or Middle 
East. These have included the Levant (as the sun rises there), 
the Orient or, if we look just at the region of Iraq where much 
of the Hebrew Scriptures are situated, the Fertile Crescent. 

This does not take us much further, however. The Islamic 
conquests in the seventh century initiated the Golden Age of 
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the Caliphates — roughly the seventh to the thirteenth 
centuries — and placed a vast swathe of territory under the 
control of the new Muslim Caliphs stretching from Spain and 
Morocco on the Atlantic eastwards to the borders of the 
Hindu Kush in what is now Pakistan. Anatolia also faced 
increasing Muslim inroads as Byzantine power waned. This 
entire region was profoundly and permanently altered by 
Islamic culture, and remains strongly Muslim to this day. 
Ethnic Arabs live in the northern part of Africa as well as the 
ancient Fertile Crescent and the Arabian Peninsula, and, for 
over seven centuries, they ruled over an Empire that included 
parts of Spain. Similarly the Turks, whose origins are in 
Central Asia, conquered not only the Arab heartland but much 
of south-eastern Europe as well, holding sway over these areas 
for over 500 years. 

As a consequence, to use the newer, and geographically 
more precise term, south-west Asia, would be considerably to 
curtail what we can look at in this book. For one can argue, 
historically, that large areas of both Spain and the Balkans, to 
take but two examples, were at times politically and culturally 
very much an integral part of a broad Islamic civilization that 
stretched for thousands of miles beyond the traditional 
confines of the term ‘Middle East’. 

This therefore begs the original question - what exactly 
comprises the Middle East? In this book I have adopted a 
pragmatic approach, starting off with the region that we think 
of as the Middle East today, since that is the region where most 
of the action I will describe took place, but stretching well 
beyond those borders when necessity dictates a change of 
geographic emphasis.Therefore I include Egypt; what we now 
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call Israel, Palestine, Syria, Lebanon, Iraq and Iran; the coun¬ 
tries of the Arabian Peninsula, including those of the Persian 
Gulf; and Turkey, even though that did not become mainly 
Islamic until the Middle Ages. But I am leaving out the 
Caucasus (traditionally for some reason thought of as part of 
Europe); the Sudan (although the northern part of that is 
Muslim); Northern Africa beyond Egypt; and Islamic Central 
Asia, though I will refer both to these and the peripheral lands 
— Spain, the Maghreb, the Balkans — when historically 
necessary 

In ancient times, the empires within the central Middle East 
region were centred on the Fertile Crescent and Egypt, and 
expanded at their peaks westwards to Greece and eastwards to 
Afghanistan. In Roman times, that empire controlled northern 
Africa and much of the Middle East, including Anatolia, but 
not the territory ruled by the Seleucid, Parthian and then 
Sassanid Empires in what is roughly today s Iran. 

The extent of Islamic rule in the Golden Age of the 
Caliphates has already been mentioned above, while the 
Ottoman Turks for their part controlled what we call 
the geographical Middle East, much of northern Africa and 
large swathes of South-East Europe, as far as Hungary. But 
they were never able to conquer what we now call Iran, 
although they did rule the Crimea for a long while. 

Historically, the Middle East has also been lumped together, 
with the rest of Asia, and called the Orient. This nomenclature 
has become controversial, especially since the late Palestinian 
Christian-American writer Edward Said wrote a book called 
Orientalism. In this he righdy attacked the condescending way in 
which many in the West have looked down upon the peoples 
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living in this vast area, especially its central, Middle Eastern, 
component. While perhaps unfair on some of his critics, the 
book and Said s subsequent strictures did draw attention to the 
need to avoid writing biased history, and the expression ‘Orient’, 
which is surely far too broad, has thankfully gone out of favour. 
Thanks to television, we no longer regard the region as myste¬ 
rious or exotic, filled with snake charmers and harems. 

We do however, as the eminent Pakistani social anthropol¬ 
ogist and peace campaigner Akbar Ahmed reminds us in Islam 
Under Siege , still tend to regard the area s main religion, Islam, 
as being innately violent, a myth that will be disproved 
throughout the course of this book. 

(In any case, only a very small percentage of the worlds 
Muslims live in the region, with the biggest Muslim-inhabited 
nations being India, Indonesia and Pakistan, none of which are 
either Arabic or in the Middle East). 

So while some misconceptions and stereotypes are thank¬ 
fully behind us, others have reared their ugly heads, especially 
after the attacks on the USA in 2001 and those in Europe in 
the years following. 

As we will see in the Introduction, it is difficult, when 
looking at the entire history of the region, over thousands of 
years, to consider everything. Much of Assyrian, Babylonian 
and Egyptian culture is fascinating. Anyone who has been to 
the Middle East, or seen the astonishing artefacts in museums 
in cities such as Berlin, London or New York (where there is 
an entire temple to visit), will understand the lasting appeal of 
these ancient civilizations. 

However, in order to draw a line, I have considered them 
mainly in the light of what affects us now and, in particular, the 
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rise of the three great, and still very extant, Middle Eastern 
monotheistic religions: Judaism, Christianity and Islam. No 
one worships Ra or Mithras today However, Zoroastrianism is 
regarded by many as having influenced the existing monothe¬ 
istic faiths, and so where the past does impinge upon the 
present, I have given such faiths full due. Those wanting to 
know more about Abu Simbel or the Hanging Gardens of 
Babylon, to take just two of the justly famous relics of the past, 
will need to read elsewhere, and I have given due details in the 
bibliography. 

Events in the Middle East are changing all the time. They 
will probably have changed by the time that you read this. But 
that all goes to show what a vitally important part of the world 
it remains, and why it is so fascinating to study. Furthermore, 
since my main aim is to show how we in the West owe so 
much to the region, that basic truth still holds, however much 
might have changed politically in the area now. We remain as 
much the intellectual and cultural descendants of the great 
discoveries of the Middle East as we have always been. 





ORTHOGRAPHIC NOTEAND 
NOTE FOR SPECIALISTS 


Is it Usama bin Ladin or Osama bin Laden? Muhammad or 
Mahommed? (Or even Mehmet?) Quran? Koran? Quran? Or 
perhaps Coran? 

Spelling Arabic words is an orthographer s nightmare, since 
there is no fixed system of transliteration. Arabic words are 
consonants only, with the vowels as diacritical marks. So each 
book, newspaper or journal has their own way of spelling. 

In this book I have tried to follow one consistent spelling 
throughout. It may or may not be the one with which you are 
familiar. But whatever the spelling, the people described are 
the same. 

Secondly, this is a book for the general reader with an 
interest in the Middle East. It is therefore an overview and 
cannot be exhaustive, for reasons given in the Preface. I hope 
that specialists will understand. 

Sometimes, too, for example, I have quoted from or been 
inspired by a single author more than once in the same 
chapter. As this book has no footnotes, I have not always been 



XIV 


ORTHOGRAPHIC NOTE AND NOTE FOR SPECIALISTS 


able to show, for instance, that the insights of Professors X orY 
have been useful twice, or even three times in formulating my 
own views. Readers would probably find endless references in 
the text along the lines of ‘as Bernard Lewis reminds us’ rather 
repetitious. 




DATES 


BC and AD are used in this book, as they will be more familiar 
to most readers than the more neutral BCE and CE, which stand 
for the more religiously neutral terms Before Common Era 
and Common Era respectively 








INTRODUCTION 


A famous history, The Middle East by Bernard Lewis, begins in 
a typical Near Eastern cafe. Although the work and erudition 
of Lewis, the internationally acknowledged elder statesman of 
Islamic studies, is incomparable, I am going to start somewhere 
different, and perhaps surprising. I will commence not in an 
Arab- or Turkish-speaking country, but where I am writing 
this: Cambridge, England. 

Let s eavesdrop on a class in the Mathematics Faculty. The 
students are studying algebra, the form of mathematical calcu¬ 
lation made famous by outstanding Arabic scholars centuries 
ago, when my British ancestors were living in wattle huts, 
wearing woad, and probably unable to read or write. 

Down the road is one of the most illustrious astronomical 
observatories in the world, where Nobel prizes have been 
won. Its astronomers are studying the star Aldebran, following 
in the footsteps of the illustrious Arab astronomers who 
discovered that star and countless others, again, hundreds of 
years ago. Nearby are the numerous high-technology labora¬ 
tories that make up what locals jocularly describe as ‘Silicon 
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Fen’, the European end of the better-known Silicon Valley in 
California, and a technology cluster in which Bill Gates and 
Microsoft have invested millions. For all the complex 
machines to work, each one needs algorithms, another mathe¬ 
matical term which, like the others, is firmly Arabic in origin. 

On Sundays, well over 1,000, from countries all over the 
world - Britain, China, Nigeria, Singapore, Uganda, Brazil, the 
USA — are to be found in church worshipping Jesus Christ, 
born in the Middle East around 2,000 years ago. Cambridge 
also has a Jewish Society, together with a synagogue for 
followers of a faith that began in the Middle East many 
centuries earlier and is the first great surviving monotheistic 
religion anywhere in the world, as well as an Islamic Society — 
not all of whose members have Middle Eastern or South Asian 
ancestry, since there are now increasing converts from people 
of European origin — and a mosque. These Muslims are 
followers of the third major monotheistic religion to arise 
from the Middle East, Islam. 

Mathematics, stellar astronomy, computer technology, 
Christianity and Judaism, and then Islam — all have their 
origins in the Middle East. 

Read a book on the history of the Middle East today and 
the odds are that you will be reading about the decline of a 
once great region that has been rapidly overtaken by the West. 
Historically, there is a powerful case for this argument. Ever 
since the Ottoman Empire failed to capture Vienna in 1683 
the world of Islam has grown less powerful, militarily, politi¬ 
cally and economically, than the West. In the twentieth century 
the Ottoman Empire, the one remaining Islamic superpower, 
was defeated, and large swathes of the Middle East were placed 
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under direct Western rule. The glory of the Orient has long 
since departed. 

But against this misleading way of looking at Middle Eastern 
history I want to contend something different. From mathe¬ 
matics to the predominant Western religion, Christianity, we 
live in a truly global civilization that was created by people 
living in the Middle East; Abraham, the Pharaohs, Jesus Christ, 
Avicenna and Averroes all come from this area.Thus rather than 
looking at a triumphant West, and a stagnant, fallen Middle 
East, today s twenty-first century Western world owes every¬ 
thing to its intellectual origins in the Middle East. 

Although much of the content that follows should be 
historically obvious, Middle Eastern history is filled with 
minefields, not because of what actually happened in the past, 
but because of how people read back the present into the past. 
We will see this more frequently as we get nearer our own 
time, especially when we consider the fall of the great Muslim 
superpower, the Ottoman Empire, in 1918. We still live with 
the consequences of that defeat, even in the twenty-first 
century. Feelings run more than deep, and history becomes not 
so much an objective study but a political football, designed to 
legitimate current feelings and wrongs. Did the British betray 
their Arab allies? Did the Jewish people have a legitimate right 
to return to the Middle East, and in such numbers? 

The furore engendered by these controversies is obvious, 
but makes writing a history of the Middle East very difficult. 
To take one example: some may find my decision to look at 
the other two Abrahamic faiths - Judaism and Christianity - 
rather than what most other works do and concentrate on 
Islam only, puzzling. But when one remembers that Islam 
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proclaims itself a fulfilment of Judaism and Christianity, then 
the relevance of seeing how monotheism arose becomes clear. 

As a result of my interaction both as a historian and as a 
concerned lay person with Christians, Jews and Muslims, I have 
had the enormous privilege of being asked to be involved, albeit 
in a small way, in a very courageous three-faith dialogue.This was 
established after 2001 in the USA, by the Muslim Akbar Ahmed, 
the distinguished Islamic scholar and the Jewish Judaea Pearl, the 
father of murdered Jewish Wall Street Journal writer Daniel Pearl. 

I hope that further understanding of Middle Eastern history 
causes peace rather than strife, and that knowledge brings with it 
reconciliation rather than division. If this book succeeds in that, at 
least for most of its readers — there will always be some people for 
whom you can never win — then it will all have been worthwhile. 

Finally, as with any work of this kind, I have had to rely 
heavily on the works of others regarding periods outside my 
own area of expertise. This is therefore a secondary work, 
based upon synthesizing published sources. 

So vast is the history that I have covered that difficult deci¬ 
sions had to be made about what to include and exclude, and 
in this I am grateful for the advice of my editorial team. This 
book is aimed particularly at the general reader and the mature 
adult students I teach in both Britain and the USA who take 
continuing education courses.The bibliography is intended to 
be a source of general knowledge, so that those who want to 
follow-up on subjects I have passed over briefly — such as the 
history of the arts, for example — can find where they can 
discover what I have omitted. 

With those caveats in mind, I hope that readers will enjoy 
the book. 
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ANCIENT EMPIRES 


Having defined the Middle East historically and geographi¬ 
cally, we will start with two areas within it: the Fertile Crescent 
— roughly today s Iraq - and then Egypt. For these two civiliza¬ 
tions are pivotal to the beginnings not just of the Middle East 
but to life as we know it in the West. 

One of this books main points is that our world is also 
Middle Eastern in origin, and that unless we understand, for 
example, ancient societies such as the Sumerians and the 
Egyptians, our grasp of what made our civilization will be 
incomplete. Our globe was a much more connected place than 
we have given it credit for in the past, and the dawn of our part 
of it, the West, began long before Greece and Rome, and in a 
place well beyond the confines of Europe. 


The Sumerians: the earliest known Middle 
Eastern civilization 

The Sumerian civilization is one of the very oldest on earth, 
with clear signs of human activity as early as around 5000 Be. 
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It is thought that they came from what is now Turkey and Iran. 
This, however, is one of the many interpretations, and here I 
agree with Colin Renfrew in his popular 1980s work 
Archaeology and Language and in his more academic contri¬ 
bution in 2002 to Examining the Farming/Language Dispersal 
Hypothesis . Renfrew’s basic thesis is that the spread of language 
and civilization goes together with the spread of agriculture. 
But he states that there is still no scholarly consensus on the 
issue — that there remains ‘an acute sense of problem’ even 
though work on DNA has made migration easier to follow. 
He argues, surely correctly, that new groups coming into an 
area and spreading their genes and language successfully must 
have the economic means to enable a population increase to 
happen. They do this through agriculture, and in terms of the 
Indo-Europeans from whom the present day inhabitants of 
Europe and Iran descend, this all began with ancestors who 
settled in Anatolia and west Asia around 8,000 years ago. 
Ethnically speaking, DNA research has shown that these last 
three groups are closely related — the linguistic links between, 
for example, Ancient Greek, Celtic, Iranian and Hindi having 
been proved as long ago as the eighteenth century. 

By around 3500 BC Sumerians were setded in cities in the 
Fertile Crescent, that strip of land bordered by the Tigris and 
Euphrates rivers, in which it was possible to live, in an otherwise 
arid desert climate. It was from one of these cities, Ur, that a nomad 
called Abram, later known as Abraham, ventured out to become 
the reputed ancestor of many of today’s Semitic races (see p. 3). Ur 
was inhabited from around 5000 to 300 BC, and is best known for 
the spectacular royal tombs that date to around 2500 BC, many of 
whose artefacts have managed to survive in the museums of 
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Baghdad, including the looting in 2003. Ur was excavated from 
1922 to 1924 by the British archaeologist Sir Leonard Woolley. 

As well as inventing bureaucracy, their most famous 
discovery, again around 3500 BC, was the wheel. This was a 
vital tool that we take all too much for granted. But, for 
example, it was unknown to highly advanced contemporary 
American civilizations such as the Olmec and Maya. The 
Sumerians were known for their stepped pyramidal structures, 
or ziggurats, and to them we also owe the 60-minute hour, the 
360 degrees that form a circle, and also faience, which some 
believe to be the world’s first ever synthetic material. The 
Sumerians also developed an early form of alphabet, 
cuneiform, and along with Chinese, which developed sepa¬ 
rately, and a long distance away, the Sumerian script is the 
oldest known written language. 

(Semitic is a term used in two senses. Ethnically, it applies to 
present-day Jews and Arabs and in the past also applied to 
groups such as the Babylonians and Assyrians. Linguistically it 
is part of the large Hamito-Semitic family of languages, 
encompassing northern Africa and south-west Asia, including 
not just Hebrew and Arabic, but many interrelated languages, 
such as those of the Tuareg peoples of Africa, the Ethiopian 
Amharic language and several others.) 

The Hittites: an Indo-European Empire 

Another important group in ancient times was the Hittites, an 
Indo-European group (see below) based on the Anatolian 
plateau, where present Turkey is situated. They have been 
credited with introducing the Iron Age, using iron weapons 
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instead of those of bronze and copper. Some think they may 
be ancestors of the Kurds, who are also Indo-European, but 
this is now difficult to prove. 

The Hittite Empire lasted some 600 years. It began around 
1800 BC — two centuries after the Hittites arrived in the 
region — reached its zenith in terms of power and size, around 
1380-1350 BC, and was finally destroyed by a group known 
to history as the Sea Peoples, thought to be from around 
present day Libya and other parts of Northern Africa in 
around 1200 BC. 

(Indo-European is now used as a language term, to include 
languages as far apart geographically as English, Greek, Latin, 
Persian and Hindi. While its origins remain disputed, the 
proto-Indo-European ancestral language is thought by most to 
have originated in what is now southern Russia, and to have 
existed as a single language until between 3000 and 2000 BC — 
the wide range here perhaps indicating that there is no real 
consensus. But in the early twentieth century German philol¬ 
ogists all agreed, and experts have continued so to agree, that 
Hittite is an Indo-European language, as, for example, is 
Tocharic, a branch of the linguistic family as far away as 
Central Asia.) 

The Phoenicians: a great trading nation 

The Phoenicians — a Semitic people — began their rise to 
prominence in what is now Lebanon around 3000 BC. (They 
should not be confused with the quite separate Mediterranean- 
bordering race, the Philistines.) 
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Among the ancient world s greatest traders, they managed to 
explore beyond the Pillars of Hercules at the end of the 
Mediterranean as far as Britain.They founded the Carthaginian 
colony in North Africa, which produced the Romans’ enemy 
Hannibal, and also settled in Sicily and in southern Spain. Their 
god Baal was a source of constant temptation to the Jewish 
peoples, as, alas, was their belief in child sacrifice. Their main 
claim today, however, is the fact that they invented the first ever 
phonetic alphabet, from which all others derive. 

Assyrians and Babylonians 

3000 bc, or thereabouts, saw the dawn of another famous 
ancient civilization, the Assyrians, the successor to that of the 
Sumerians. Their first major empire was conquered by the 
Babylonians, who had begun to emerge around 2000 BC. One 
of the most notable Babylonian rulers, Hammurabi, was famed 
as a law-giver; his legal codes established principles of equiva¬ 
lence in punishment and retribution (such as taking just one 
eye for one eye) that still exist today. The memory of the 
Babylonians has been kept alive as a source of pride in the 
region down to modern times, with the former Iraqi dictator, 
Saddam Hussein, active in rebuilding Babylon not far from the 
current capital, Baghdad. He also had a Hammurabi Division 
in his army. 

For a while, no particular group held predominance. But 
then around 1200 bc the Assyrians discovered iron, possibly 
from the Hittites. This gave them an advantage over still— 
Bronze Age tribes, and the Assyrian Empire began slowly to 
rebuild. 
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In 745 BC their new king, Tiglath-Pileser III — known to 
generations of irreverent Victorian and Edwardian schoolboys 
as It Tickleth Me Fancy — began another series of conquests 
which included the Jewish northern kingdom of Israel, at 
which we will look later. It was the Assyrian King Sennacherib 
(d. 681 BC) who moved the capital to Nineveh, which was 
situated on the Tigris opposite the present-day city of Mosul. 
(Nineveh’s famous Ishtar Gate can be seen today in the 
Pergamum Museum in Berlin). Eventually the Assyrian 
Empire stretched from Turkey to the Persian Gulf and across to 
Egypt. But then it began to implode, and was taken over by a 
neo-Babylonian grouping we know as the Chaldeans. 

This meant a return to Babylon as the capital, under the reign 
of King Nebuchadnezzar II, in 605 BC. In 586 the Chaldeans 
captured the remaining Jewish kingdom, Judea, and took the 
Jews into exile.The so-called Hanging Gardens of Babylon have 
stayed in the memory as one of the Seven Wonders of the 
Ancient World, along with the pyramids of Egypt. 

The Chaldeans also left an important linguistic legacy — the 
Aramaic language. Much of the Book of Daniel in the 
Hebrew Scriptures is written in this language and it is also the 
one that Jesus himself spoke. While it only exists today in the 
liturgical language of Syriac, its close relative, Arabic, is spoken 
world-wide, both by Arabs as their own language, and by 
Muslims of all nationalities as the official language of the 
Islamic faith, usually, in the latter case, in the classical version in 
which the Quran is written, 

But as we see dramatically in Rembrandt s famous picture 
of Belshazzar s Feast, even this mighty dynasty did not last 
forever. In 539 BC Babylon fell to Cyrus the Great, the first 
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member of the Persian Achaemenid dynasty, whose ancestors 
had ruled over the kingdom of Elam in what is now south¬ 
western Iran. Cyrus had begun his imperial journey by 
subduing the Mede kingdom in the north-west of modern 
Iran and founded an empire that was to last until it was 
overcome by Alexander the Great in 331 BC, over 200 years 
after its foundation. As a result of these conquests the empire 
Cyrus established is sometimes known as that of the Medes 
and Persians, and he would be especially revered by his new 
Jewish subjects for allowing them to return to their homeland 
in 516 after 70 years in exile. 

The Persian Empire used Aramaic as its official language, and 
introduced the idea of hierarchical rule, since considerable power 
was devolved from the centre to local commanders, or satraps. 
They also employed the Phoenician alphabet as their script, 
thereby getting rid of the ancient cuneiform of the Sumerians. 

Semitic civilizations: a remarkable linguistic 
continuity 

Linguistically, there are links between the languages of these 
ancient civilizations — for example that of the main Fertile 
Civilization groups, the Akkadians, and successor languages, 
such as the one spoken by Jesus — and those used in our own 
times. (Akkadian is a term for the proto-Babylonian and proto- 
Aramaic languages, as well as for the earlier rulers of Sumer, the 
most powerful of whom was Sargon, who ruled over the area in 
around 2350 BC.) Because we do not learn such ancient 
languages in the West even if we increasingly learn Arabic, we 
forget that there is a remarkable degree of linguistic continuity 
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between what we think of as distant times, and the ordinary 
languages spoken in the region in our own day. We thus miss a 
fascinating thread linking, for example, modern Iraq to 
Nineveh and the languages of the Bible. 

While we might have problems, for example, in under¬ 
standing someone from Chaucer s time, we can usually under¬ 
stand Shakespeare, or the King James (Authorized) Version of 
the Bible. It is the same with present-day Arabic speakers and 
the ancient language of Aramaic, which was spoken not just by 
Jesus in the first century, but was the official lingua franca of 
the Medo-Persian Empire several centuries before. 

Take, for example, the words for the numbers one to ten, 
spoken in three ancient languages. These are Akkadian from 
around the twenty-third to sixth centuries BC; Aramaic, of the 
sixth century BC to around the sixth century AD; and present- 
day twenty-first-century Arabic, taken from Empires of the 
Word: A Language History of the World by Nicholas Ostler. 


Number 

Akkadian 

Aramaic 

Arabic 

one 

isten 

had 

wahid 

two 

sina 

tren 

ithnayn 

three 

salas 

talata 

thalatha 

four 

erba 

arbaa 

arbaa 

five 

hamis 

hamisa 

xamsa 

six 

sess 

sitta 

sitta 

seven 

sebe 

saba 

saba 

eight 

samane 

tamaniya 

thamaniya 

nine 

rise 

tisa 

tisa 

ten 

eser 

asra 

asra 





ANCIENT EMPIRES 


9 


As Nick Ostler notes, counting from one to ten has not 
really changed over 4,000 years — the degree of linguistic 
continuity is remarkable. Whether the ancient Akkadian 
rulers, the prophet Daniel (who spoke Aramaic), Jesus, 
Muhammad and a modern Arab could all understand each 
other easily is debatable. But they could certainly have 
grasped a good deal of what the other was saying. An inter¬ 
esting modern parallel would be the similarity between the 
Flemish spoken in Belgium, the Dutch of the Netherlands 
and the Frisian of north Holland and adjacent parts of 
Germany and Denmark. 


Ancient Egypt 

While it is accepted intellectually that ancient Egypt is in the 
Middle East, there is still a tendency somehow to dissociate it 
with the region, as we perceive it today. Since this is a tendency 
that extremist Muslims also share because the Egypt of the 
Pharaohs is pre-Islamic, it is important to combat such percep¬ 
tions as we look at the unfolding story of the Middle East, 
from ancient times to the present. 

Egyptian civilization also developed from around 3500 BC. 
(It is important to remember that Lower Egypt is in the north, 
and Upper Egypt in the south). In approximately 3100 BC 
came the first ruler, or Pharaoh, of a united Upper and Lower 
Egypt, known to us as Menes. 

The Egyptians themselves, certainly so far as their language 
goes, were (and are) clearly a Hamito-Semitic group, with 
both Semitic and Hamitic in their language. Archaeology now 
takes their roots far back to Palaeolithic times, with strong 
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evidence of African as well as Mediterranean elements. We 
know the ancient Egyptians mainly for their extraordinary 
skill at building the pyramids. But they were also skilled agri¬ 
culturalists, with most inhabitants living not too far from the 
river Nile, which has been the lifeblood of the region for 
millennia. Egyptians were also traders and eager astronomers, 
and, for much of the history of Pharaonic Egypt, they were a 
major regional power, frequently ruling well beyond their 
natural borders, to the south in Nubia and to the east in parts 
of Palestine. 

Their language was not known or decipherable until the 
decoding of the Rosetta Stone in the 1820s by a young French 
scholar, Champollion. This object can be seen today in the 
British Museum, having originally been discovered by French 
soldiers invading Egypt in 1798. It had a decree in the original 
Egyptian hieroglyphs, in a later form of the language called 
Demotic, and also in Ancient Greek, a language well known to 
the stone s European discoverers. 

Egyptian hieroglyphics appear to us as pictures, but are in 
fact symbols representing sounds, and so are, like Chinese 
characters today, an alphabet. The language itself has been 
called Hamito-Semitic, so is related to many of the other 
contemporary ancient tongues. Today’s Coptic, still spoken in 
the liturgy of the Coptic Orthodox Church, is its direct 
descendant. 

Ancient Egypt also had a very stylized form of portraiture 
that did not change much over thousands of years. By around 
2800 BC they began to write using papyrus, an aquatic plant 
found in Egypt, from which a paper-like substance could be 
made. Because of the dryness of the climate, these materials 
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have survived to the present day in unusually high numbers for 
manuscripts that are so old. One example, the Harris Papyrus , is 
over 30cm long and dates to around 1160 BC. 

Religion and its numerous gods and goddesses, many with 
animal shapes, lay at the heart of Egyptian life and society. The 
Ancient Egyptians believed strongly in the afterlife, one of the 
key doctrines of their religion that affected the way in which 
they behaved, as the enormous monuments to the dead attest. 
The Pharaoh himself (there were a few female Pharaohs such 
as Hatshepsut, but they were rare) was regarded as divine. 
Numerous dynasties ruled over the millennia, mostly 
Egyptian, but some, such as the Semitic Hyksos, and the ethni¬ 
cally Greek Ptolemies, were from other races. Some, notably in 
the book Black Athena, have suggested African origins for some 
parts of Egyptian civilization, but this is not a majority view. 


What happened when in Egypt: a bird’s-eye view 

Egyptian chronology is now in dispute outside mainstream 
archaeological circles. But here, by way of introduction, is the 
majority view, well enunciated for years by the distinguished 
British Egyptologist and doyen in the UK and USA of its 
current archaeology, Kenneth Kitchen. 

Prehistoric Egypt lasts to around 3100 BC, and is then 
followed by what we call the Archaic Period, of roughly 3100 
to 2680 BC, the first two dynasties of a succession of ruling 
families that reigned over Egypt until 30 BC. 

Then we have the Old Kingdom, from roughly 2680 to 
2180 BC, what Kitchen describes as the first flowering of 
Egyptian culture, much of which has now been excavated. 
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These are the Pharaohs of dynasties three to six. They include 
the earliest of the pyramids, the Step Pyramid of Pharaoh 
Djoser, the earliest cut-stone building still surviving anywhere 
in the world. Dynasty four saw the creation of the Great 
Pyramid of Pharaoh Kheops, about which much astrological 
and other similar nonsense has been written, and which, in 
reality, was simply an enormous tomb. During this time the 
Egyptians also managed to get as far down south as Nubia, in 
today’s Sudan. 

Next we have the first of what Egyptologists describe as an 
‘Intermediate Period’, one in which the power of the 
Pharaohs diminished, and no one single ruler was truly in 
control. The First Intermediate Period, dynasties seven to 
eleven, takes us down to 2040 BC. 

The Middle Kingdom, dynasties eleven and twelve, is the 
second major period of Egyptian civilization. Here power of 
the Pharaohs extended as far as Syria and they seem to have 
invented the short story as a form of literature. Amun-Re 
emerged as a synthesis of various pre-existing gods as a major 
deity in the Egyptian pantheon, with Osiris as a significant god 
for the afterlife. 

Next comes another gap, the Second Intermediate Period, 
of dynasties thirteen to seventeen, lasting from about 1786 to 
1540 BC.The Pharaohs in this period include those from the 
Hyksos,a group of non-Egyptian Semitic-Asiatic interlopers — 
the term literally means ‘foreign people’ — whose leaders 
constituted the fifteenth dynasty and were overlords to the 
sixteenth. The fact that these foreigners were able to subdue 
Egypt shows how weak that power had temporarily become. It 
has been suggested that the Biblical Joseph lived in Egypt in 
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the Hyksos period, since his Semitic origins would not have 
been a problem to the equally non-Egyptian Hyksos rulers. 
This is if the Kitchen chronology is right, which revisionists 
dispute. 

Finally, after this interval of chaos comes the last great 
period of Egyptian independence and international power, the 
New Kingdom: dynasties eighteen to twenty, lasting from 
around 1552 to 1069 BC.This is the time of the greatest of all 
Pharaohs, Rameses II, and also of the Exodus, as described so 
vividly in the Hebrew Scriptures (or Old Testament). The 
Exodus, the central motif of the Jews, was a political act — the 
dawn of a new power — as well as an event of profound reli¬ 
gious significance. Dating this epochal adventure is very hard, 
as there is little consensus even among those who take a fairly 
conservative view of when most of the events in ancient 
Middle Eastern and Mediterranean history happened. One 
date that appears to have much credence is circa 1280 BC, 
though even that is open to question. Nevertheless, the escape 
from slavery and the slow invasion of new territory was a 
defining time in the history of the Jewish people. 

This is also the period of the one supposedly monotheistic 
Pharaoh, known to history as Akhenaten, who will be 
considered in the next chapter. But in no time the Egyptians 
were worshipping the old gods again and the brief theological 
experiment, if that is what it was, was over. 

So too, soon, was the power of Ancient Egypt itself as an 
independent entity. While we might justifiably, be awed by the 
treasures of the boy ruler, Tutankhamun, already the power of 
Egyptian-born Pharaohs was on the wane. Kenneth Kitchen 
describes Pharaoh Rameses III of the twentieth dynasty (he 
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came to power in around 1190 Be) as the last of the great local 
rulers. 

We therefore come to the Third Intermediate Period, one 
that mainstream Egyptologists believe lasted from 1069 to 332 
BC, that of dynasties twenty-one to thirty-one. It is a period of 
sharp decline, with what Kitchen calls occasional but brief 
periods of recovery. By 332 the area had been conquered 
several times by foreign armies, including those of the Persians 
and in 332 the first of the Greek-born Ptolemaic dynasty came 
to power. This inaugurated a period of Hellenistic rule that 
lasted down to 30 BC, when Egypt became a province of the 
Roman Empire. Not until Colonel Nasser and his revolution¬ 
aries assumed power in a coup in 1952 were Egyptians again 
ruled by their own people. 


The children of Israel: a brief history in context 

Of all those living in the Middle East in ancient times, one 
group was to make a permanent difference to global history, 
and to our own world as well. This was the Israelites, the 
ancestors of today s Jews. Since their main and lasting contri¬ 
bution was religious, we shall consider them in more depth in 
the next chapter. Here an overview of their history will serve 
to place their faith into its historical context. 

After many years of growth and then of struggle, the 
Children of Israel were to occupy what they regarded as the 
Promised Land. As the Hebrew Scriptures — the Bible — show 
this took some time and much fighting, including against 
tribes that practised gruesome rituals forbidden to the Jews, 
such as child sacrifice and temple prostitution. Archaeologists 
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do not agree upon exactly how long or when the conquest 
occurred. The date many give for the period of the ‘Judges’ - 
that part of Jewish history between the Exodus and the estab¬ 
lishment of the first kingdom — is roughly 1240—1050 BC. 
Therefore the conquest, which the consensus seems to think 
began in around 1220 BC, did not take place overnight. But 
whenever it did take place, the process of gaining a new land 
left its permanent mark upon the psyche of the conquerors — 
it remains an immensely significant issue in the twenty-first 
century for those Israelis who want the borders of a Greater 
Israel to be shared with those conquered by Joshua, the Jewish 
leader who succeeded Moses and launched the invasion of 
the new homeland. Such a state would comprise modern 
Israel, together with territory currently in Syria, Jordan and 
the Palestinian Authority-controlled areas. This shows how 
the events of thousands of years ago continue to resonate 
powerfully today; for the rest of us this is just ancient history, 
but for the inhabitants of the Middle East it could have 
happened last week. 

Initially, the new state in which the different tribes settled 
was a kind of theocratic republic. The people were ruled by 
prophets speaking on behalf of the one God, a being who the 
Jews realized was not just a tribal deity, or even simply their 
tribal deity, but the one and only God who existed. This was 
the era the Hebrew Bible describes as the time of the Judges. 
But, very approximately, some time before 1000 BC the Jewish 
people decided that, like all the nations around them, they too 
had to have a king. Their first attempt, Saul, proved a failure, 
their second, David, a success. 
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David, whom some think reigned around 1010 to 970 BC, is 
a character known in scripture, but not necessarily to archaeol¬ 
ogists. Even within Israel, theologically conservative specialists 
agree with his existence, those of a more sceptical bent do not. 
Billions around the world do, however, and a book such as the 
IVP Bible Dictionary (InterVarsity Press) gives helpful archaeo¬ 
logical details for those for whom the traditional view is 
convincing. 

It was under King David that the Jews first occupied their 
new capital, Jerusalem, literally the City of Peace in roughly 
1000 BC. Previous to this the city had been the headquarters of 
another tribe, the Jebusites, and Jerusalem had been occupied, 
for certain, as far back as 1800 BC. After Davids conquest, it 
functioned as the Jewish capital until the exile in 586 BC, and 
then again after the return 70 years later, until the Romans 
turned it into a pagan city in AD 135.Yet whether ruled by the 
Jews or not, Jerusalem has traditionally been regarded as the 
capital of both the Jews and Judaism. 

David also expanded the borders of the Jewish kingdom, 
and it is his boundaries that are still deemed to be the natural 
frontiers of any Jewish state by religious Jews today. In that 
sense, what David was able to conquer three thousand years 
ago remains a major issue for our own time. 

David, not only a warrior, was also a poet, and numerous of the 
Psalms in the Hebrew Scriptures are attributed to him. As well as 
being high poetry, they are also wonderfully human, as the 
psalmist wresdes with many of life s complexities, which we still, 
as fallible human beings, find hard to resolve. It is not surprising 
that people in the twenty-first century sing them with as much 
fervour as they were first chanted thousands of years ago. 
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It was David s son Solomon who built the first large-scale 
temple. He too protected the infant state s borders, but also, 
the Bible records, allowed a major degree of syncretism — the 
absorption of elements of local religions or cults — to enter 
the country. Solomon s son Rehoboam proved to be a tyrant, 
and the ten northern tribes rebelled, splitting the original 
kingdom permanently into two in 931 BC. Only the two 
southern tribes - Judah and Benjamin - remained under the 
Davidic dynasty based in Jerusalem that continued to rule 
down to 586 BC. Israel was to have a shorter existence; 
conquered in 722 BC by the Assyrians it lasted well over a 
century less as an independent state than its southern 
neighbour. Many groups around the world claim a descent 
from the ‘lost’ ten northern tribes, but only the tiny extant 
remnants of the Samaritans — the mixed-race descendants of 
the Jews of the northern kingdom of Israel who had inter¬ 
married with the local inhabitants, also Semitic but not 
regarded as Jewish — have a genetically proven claim. 


A godly people: from the Kingdom of Judah to 
the USA 

If one reads the Hebrew Scriptures, the history of Judah is one 
of continual struggle to keep to the original Jewish faith, and 
to avoid following the local gods, with their practice of child 
sacrifice and similar gory beliefs. By and large, from what the 
scriptural account tells us,Judah was slightly more successful at 
this than Israel, though as the author of Chronicles makes 
clear, standards in the southern kingdom were often lacking as 
well. 
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Some kings succumbed, others such as Josiah, resisted.Their 
actions are relevant to us in the West because their behaviour 
was often used as a historical role model, especially after the 
Reformation. England s EdwardVI was likened to Josiah by his 
enthusiasts, for example, as explored in more detail by Oxford 
church historian Diarmaid MacCulloch in his book Tudor 
Church Militant. 

The notion of a godly kingdom also applied to many of 
the Puritans who founded colonies in the United States and 
derived, in their instance, from their understanding of the 
Old Testament. They believed profoundly that the New 
World was a later equivalent of the Jewish Promised Land. As 
well as this, they saw themselves as pioneers in a new 
territory which they believed God had given to them in the 
same way that God had bestowed the original Promised Land 
on the Jews, the first chosen people. 

The Americans derived much of this thinking from the 
English Puritans, who felt similarly about the Commonwealth 
and Protectorate period in Britain from 1649 to 1660. During 
Cromwells rule, England was likened to the Kingdom of Israel 
under David and Solomon (i.e. before its division) and there¬ 
after to Judah by many of his supporters, and by writers and 
soldiers on what we would now describe as the radical left of 
the Parliamentary movement. The cultural and religious 
influence of the Judaic kings therefore lasted for thousands of 
years, down to our own time. 

American exceptionalism, as it is now often called, therefore 
has roots going back to the New England Puritans. It is a 
recurring theme in American history, and several books, 
including the University of Pennsylvania historian Walter 
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McDougall’s work Promised Land, Crusader State examine this 
motif in America’s self image from 1776 to the present day. 

Adrian Hastings explored this theme in more detail in his 
influential work The Construction of Nationhood: Ethnicity\ 
Religion and Nationalism. Significantly, the lectures upon which 
the book was based were given in Northern Ireland.There the 
hard-line Protestants, led by the Rev. Ian Paisley, harbour 
similar sentiments to those of the Scottish (and thus mainly 
Protestant) settlers in seventeenth-century Ulster. They too, 
the legend goes, were Gods people creating a new land for 
God. Since many of the subsequent settlers in the New World 
— such as the Scotch Irish in the Valley of Virginia — were of 
Protestant Ulster origin, the myth of a divinely led people 
creating a new frontier land for God was perpetuated. 

This excursus into present-day national myths and troubles 
is relevant, because history is permanently being rewritten and 
reinterpreted. Ultimately, it can be argued that, it is a matter of 
opinion whether or not the ‘three centuries of darkness’ did or 
did not happen. (See discussion of Peter James’ book for 
details.) But how America sees itself globally in the twenty- 
first century is important, and the theological underpinning of 
such a world view, even if we do now live in more secular 
times, does matter. 

Likewise, strife in Northern Ireland, and the continuing, far 
worse, conflict in Palestine, all harks back to how people today 
interpret what a brave band of Jewish exiles from Egypt did 
then, even if it was thousands of years ago. We are never fully 
free from the effects of history, however much we would like 
to be. 
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Judah: the survival of a people 

Judah was in the unenviable position of being sandwiched 
between two major rival powers, that of Egypt to its west and 
south, and whoever controlled Babylonia to its east and north. 
While the kingdom lasted longer than that of Israel, it proved 
unable to preserve its independence, and eventually the Jews 
were taken to exile in Babylon. 

(Many Jews remained in the region until 1948, when they 
were expelled from Iraq — a British survey of Baghdad in the 
1920s revealed that the biggest single ethnic group in that city 
was Jewish. For example, today s Saatchi and Sassoon families 
are of Iraqi Jewish descent). 

According to the Hebrew Scriptures, the main exile lasted 
for 70 years. Some scholars, such as Bernard Lewis in Middle 
East , ascribe enormous importance theologically to this 
period of exile, and in particular the realization that there is a 
Devil who opposes God and his people. 

There is no archaeological evidence to show how it is that 
Jews of that time began to believe which particular doctrines. 
Conservative scholars tend to give older dates to Biblical 
doctrines, and those of a more liberal persuasion usually 
ascribe later dates and give greater credence to outside influ¬ 
ences, such as those of the Zoroastrians. However, it is true to 
say that unlike the contemporary Zoroastrian religion, in 
which the good and bad gods are effectively co-equal until the 
end of time when Ahura Mazda wins, in Judaism Satan is less 
powerful, although the cosmic struggle is very real. 

Since the struggle between good and evil carries forward 
into both Christianity and Islam, it has proved to be a vital 
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doctrine, however or whenever it arose. Even in today’s post¬ 
religious age, it remains a powerful concept, both in popular 
belief and even in fiction like Harry Potter. It is also a key 
component of what the writer Paul Johnson in his A History of 
the Jews , calls ‘ethical monotheism’, which he considers one of 
the greatest contributions of the Jewish people to the rest of us 
in the millennia that have followed. 

Our modern system of ethics is becoming increasingly 
post-religious, as people, at least in the European part of the 
West, have less faith than their forbears. Even so, one could 
argue that our basic ethical system is the grandchild of that of 
the ancient Jews, via Christianity, and that our conceptual 
frameworks go back perhaps to the Jewish flight from Egypt 
(taking a conservative view). If other interpretations are 
correct, such ethical monotheism derives from later Kings of 
Judah such as Josiah, and the ruminations of exiles in Babylon, 
wrestling with the problem of why it all went so wrong, 
because God’s chosen people had been defeated and exiled by 
a pagan army. 

Eventually the remnants of the Judaic exiles were able to 
return by the remit of the Persian ruler Cyrus who, as Bernard 
Lewis reminds us, is afforded a degree of praise given to no 
other pagan ruler in the Bible. But once back, the Jews were 
no longer independent, and were under the authority of 
whoever controlled the bulk of the Middle East. For just under 
200 years (536 to 331 BC), this remained the great Persian 
Empire, which, at its peak, stretched from present-day Egypt to 
the Hindu Kush. 
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Some talk of Alexander: from Greeks to Romans 

Then around 331 BC Alexander, a warrior prince from the 
hitherto backwater kingdom of Macedonia, founded a huge 
new empire, destroying that of the Achamaenid kings. His 
moniker ‘the Great’ reflects the scale of his conquests, which 
stretched from Greece to Afghanistan. 

Alexander s empire split after his early death aged 33 in 323 BC, 
but the successor dynasties were Greek - the Seleucids in the 
former Persian domains, and the Ptolemies (down to Cleopatra) 
in Egypt — and the Greek language, Greek culture and Hellenic 
civilization (Hellenic after Hellas for Greece) remained highly 
influential in the Middle East for over two thousand years. Greek 
now became the international lingua franca of regions either 
direcdy under Greek rule, or strongly influenced by it culturally 
In Bactria, in present-day Central Asia, Greek artistic and cultural 
influence combined with Buddhism to form a unique blend that 
influenced regional iconography for millennia afterwards. 

While most ordinary people continued life unchanged, the 
effect of Greek thought made a powerful impact on the 
collaborator classes needed to make Greek rule work and on 
the intellectuals. The Greeks themselves set up new cities, 
many named Alexandria after Alexander himself. As we shall 
see, the influence of all this on the Jews was to be considerable 
and long lasting. 

Some writers, especially in the United States, have referred 
to the contest between what they call Jerusalem vs. Athens in 
terms of trying to see which tradition, Jewish religious or 
secular Greek, has had the most influence on the West. This is 
surely a false dichotomy, since the two are not always as 




ANCIENT EMPIRES 


23 


separate as some people think, nor are they necessarily so 
opposed. Jewish ethical monotheism has been highly influ¬ 
ential in quite different arenas as, for example, Greek mathe¬ 
matics and geometry. In addition, Hellenism, the Greek way of 
thinking, especially in disciplines such as philosophy, had an 
enormous influence on the post-exilic Jewish people as well. 

It is significant, for example, that the early Christian gospels 
were all written in Greek — or, strictly speaking, its popular or 
koine version - as this was the common language that could be 
understood by literate people across a radius of thousands of 
miles. 

Hellenic can be used, therefore, instead of the ethnically 
more restricted word Greek. As E.A. Judge has pointed out, in 
this period ‘Hellenist’ effectively meant ‘civilized’ and did not 
apply just to those of Greek ancestry. There were places of 
actual Greek settlement — the Decapolis in the Holy Land, for 
example, and cities as far away as those in the Hindu Kush, 
whose descendants still have strong European features to this 
day as explorers down to Michael Palin have discovered. But 
there did not need to be actual ethnic Greeks present for 
Hellenism to flourish, and it remained influential long after 
much of the once enormous Greek Empire had been 
conquered by the Romans and further east by many different 
local tribal kingdoms. 

As Judge also points out, the intellectual centres of Hellenic 
thought were not limited to the Greek ethnic homeland. 
Towns such as Pergamum, in today’s Turkey, along with 
Alexandria (now in Egypt) and similar cities came to wield 
enormous influence on the lives of the different peoples 
around them. (Visitors to Berlin can see the remains of much 
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of Pergamum in the Pergamon Museum,) Jews, as we shall 
soon see, also fell under Greek influence, following the Greek 
translation in the Hellenistic city of Alexandria of the Hebrew 
Scriptures we call the Septuagint. 

The Roman-Jewish world of Jesus 

The region we now refer to as Israel and Palestine itself remained 
under Seleucid rule until around 165 BC, when a new and 
Semitic dynasty called the Hasmoreans was able to re-establish 
semi-independence. Then in 63 BC, the great Roman general, 
Pompey (later a rival of Julius Caesar) conquered much of the 
Middle East, and the Hasmoneans were forced into the role of 
vassal kings. 

The Hasmoneans were not descendants of King David, 
however, and so lacked religious legitimacy in the eyes of 
many strict Jews.Temple worship had already begun again, and 
the Hasmoneans were able to rebuild Solomon s temple to yet 
greater magnificence. The most famous Hasmonean was King 
Herod, familiar to many a singer of Christmas carols. He was 
the ruler who organized the massacre of the innocent 
children, killed on his orders when he heard about the birth of 
a child who some were already describing as the legitimate 
Jewish Messiah, or liberator. 

At this same time, various sects arose in the Jewish world, 
each with their own interpretations of the Hebrew Scriptures. 
The Zealots were highly political, and there were several 
rebellions against outside rule, culminating in a major revolt 
from AD 66—70, and the mass Jewish suicide at the fortress of 
Masada in AD 73. 
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The Sadducees were the official establishment, controlling 
the Temple and many of the key religious posts on the 
Sanhedrin, the official Jewish religious body that decided all 
religious issues. They were also collaborators, and had close 
links with whichever secular power was in office - the 
Romans by the time that Jesus came.They believed in what we 
call the Old Testament, but not in what they thought were 
extraneous beliefs, which in their case included, for example, 
resurrection from the dead and an afterlife. 

The Pharisees were equally religious, and believed in a 
parallel, oral tradition of rabbinical teachings that had evolved 
over the centuries addition to the Scriptures called the Torah, 
in the same way that the Roman Catholic Church — unlike the 
Protestants - would argue that the tradition of the Church is of 
equal weight theologically to the Bible itself. Becoming a 
Pharisee was open to people of all social backgrounds, unlike 
the often high-born Sadducees. By the time of Jesus the 
Pharisees were very proud of their extensive religious 
knowledge but, as the New Testament argues, they had perhaps 
become almost too proud of it, and become sadly enmeshed in 
the letter rather than the spirit of the law. 

Finally there were small, often remote, groups such as the 
Essenes, who lived separate from the rest of society in special 
communities, rather like the monks in Christian and Buddhist 
traditions. The Essenes were ascetics, who rejected the 
Hasmonean monarchy, and have become famous today 
because of the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls in the twen¬ 
tieth century, which has preserved their teaching. 

Then, from the despised, culturally backward province of 
Galilee, came a Jewish teacher who was a member of none 
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of the above groups. This rabbi was, to use a phrase employed 
of his early disciples, to turn the world upside down. He was to 
change not only the Middle East, in which he was born, but 
the West as well, since Western civilization today lives in the 
shadow of his birth religion and the one that he founded. I am 
describing Judaeo-Christian civilization and its founder, Jesus 
Christ. 



THE DAWN OF MONOTHEISM 


Perhaps the greatest contribution of the Middle East to 
global civilization, and the biggest way in which it changed 
our world forever is monotheism, the worship of just one 
god. Nowadays we take this for granted, even though we still 
have many polytheistic faiths, such as Hinduism and the 
many animistic religions. But when, in the Middle East, the 
Jewish people insisted that there was just one god, they were, 
without realizing it, creating an intellectual and spiritual 
revolution that reverberates down to our own time. For 
Christianity and Islam, the two global monotheistic faiths 
today, both make the claim to be uniquely and universally 
true, in what one Muslim writer, BassamTibi, has described 
as the ‘clash of universalisms’. 


Monotheistic precursors:Akhenaten and 
Zoroastrianism 


Akhenaten, the fourteenth-century Pharaoh, is sometimes 
credited with the origins of monotheism. Beginning his reign as 
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Amenhotep IV, he rejected the traditional religion of Egypt in 
favour of the worship of the disk of the sun, the Aten. But as Susan 
Tower Hollis points out (in reviewing Erik Hornung’s book 
Akhenhaten and the Religion of Light), this was a faith with ‘no reve¬ 
lation, the god did not speak, and there was no book or scripture.’ 

Hornung, Hollis points out,‘skirts a definitive statement’ on 
whether the worship of the Aten was the first monotheistic 
faith or not. If experts disagree, it is difficult to know how best 
to interpret the evidence. Many, such as the psychologist 
Sigmund Freud, have linked Jewish monotheism to the 
influence Akhenaten had on Moses, but without any tangible 
evidence, this is impossible to prove. It has even been suggested 
that he was the first atheist! His subjects were not allowed to 
worship other gods, which might point to monotheism, but 
that is the only tantalizing clue that we have. 

He is perhaps most famous now as the husband of 
Nefertiti, whose portrait can be seen in Berlin. My own view 
is that he used his role as the interpreter of the Aten to consol¬ 
idate his own power as Pharaoh — worship my god, obey me. 
However, the new religion did not outlast his reign. In no time 
the Egyptians were worshipping the old gods again and the 
brief theological experiment, if that is what it was, was over. 

While the worship of the Aten cannot be properly 
described as the beginnings of monotheism, the ancient 
Persian religion of Zoroastrianism, even though it had two 
forces in perpetual combat with each other, comes closer to 
what we now think of as a long-term religion. For while the 
LSE sociologist Anthony Smith has observed that no one now 
worships Zeus or Venus, Zoroastrianism through the Parsees of 
India has a shadowy descent to our own time. 
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It was the Medo-Persian Empire that introduced the 
teachings of Zoroaster, a semi-mythical figure, as a national 
religion. This was, in essence, a dualistic faith, with a good 
God, Ahura Mazda, pitted in a cosmic struggle against a 
demonic figure, Ahriman, or Angra Mainyu. Some argue that 
Ahura Mazda was the first monotheistic god, but since these 
two beings were, in essence, equal, despite Ahriman s eventual 
predicted doom, it is perhaps fairer to call it dualist theism 
rather than a strictly monotheistic faith. 

But although Zoroastrianism is virtually dead, except among 
the tiny Parsee community, the concept of a struggle between 
good and evil has become a very strong one, even among those 
today of no religious faith. Furthermore, Iranians today, while 
Muslim, believe in a divergent form of Islam, Shiism, and that 
perhaps is a legacy of their own pre-Islamic faith. 


Abraham, father of three faiths 

The ancient Sumerian civilization may seem a very long time 
ago. But there is one way in which it profoundly influences us 
even now. This is through its most famous inhabitant, 
Abraham, from the Sumerian city of Ur in todays Iraq. 

Right up to and including our own century, Abraham, the 
Patriarch, and founder of Judaism, has been revered by 
millions around the world. Sadly, though, many of his current 
followers dispute his legacy, often violently. For Abraham, as 
we will discover later, is as highly regarded by Muslims as he is 
by Jews and Christians. 

We see this in the twenty-first century in the Intifada, the 
ongoing struggle between Jews and predominantly Muslim 
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Palestinians. Both sides equally reverence the identical spot in 
Jerusalem, the Temple Mount, which is closely associated with 
a key event in Abraham s life — his decision to sacrifice his son, 
until enabled by God to choose an alternative sacrifice. Both 
the Jewish temple and the present-day Al-Aqsa Mosque 
commemorate the place where believers in all the three 
Abrahamic faiths hold that the event took place. 

(Here Jews and Christians on the one hand and Muslims on 
the other differ. In the Hebrew Scripture account, the son in 
question is Isaac, and in the Quran, it is his other son, Ishmael). 

Consequently, for both Jews and Muslims, the site of the 
sacrifice is holy, and each side claims Abraham as one of their 
own. A figure born thousands of years ago thus unites and 
divides people in our present day. He is the founding Patriarch 
for the Jews, and an early prophet or forerunner of 
Muhammad himself for the Muslims. Jews claim descent from 
his son Isaac, and Arabs from his other son Ishmael. 

On the other hand, the peace lovers in the three great 
modern monotheistic faiths see him not as a source of strife 
but as a focus of reconciliation and unity. We have a new 
expression to cover Judaism, Christianity and Islam - the 
‘Abrahamic faiths’. This term, used even more after 
September 11, 2001, is designed to foster unity between the 
three faiths, and to remind us what we have in common. Jews, 
Christians and Muslims can all claim, if not physical, certainly 
spiritual descent from a common ancestor. 

Who then was this ancient desert nomad, whose 
wanderings thousands of years ago still affect us today? Here 
the answer is not so simple. 
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Abraham, or Abram of Ur, to give his original name, is 
someone believed in despite any direct historical evidence for 
his existence outside the scriptures of these three faiths. 
However, archaeological finds certainly confirm events 
contemporary to Abraham, and tie in with the accounts in the 
Hebrew Scriptures. 

Here, as with the similar cases of Jesus and Muhammad, all 
depends on whether or not you yourself have religious 
beliefs. Those who are religious have no problems, whereas 
those whose scepticism leads them to need independent 
corroboration tend to regard ancient scriptures — Jewish, 
Christian, Muslim, Hindu, Buddhist or whatever - as no more 
than fairy tales. 

However, as regards the founders of all three monotheistic 
religions, enough evidence now exists to convince those of all 
faiths or none that the actual people themselves existed, even if 
non-believers inevitably resist the divine elements of their 
respective stories. 

But Abraham is important, both as a literal figure — a single 
individual whom God called out of the ancient Middle 
Eastern city of Ur, as Jews, Christians and Muslims have 
taught down the millennia - and as a potent symbol of ethnic 
and religious origins when he, or people like him, in an 
amazing and religiously innovative Semitic tribe came up 
with a wholly original view of looking at the world, as non¬ 
religious historians would prefer us to think. Either way, the 
result is remarkable; Gods call to Abraham, real or mythic, 
changed the nature of religion and the societies that religion 
helped to create forever. 
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Salvation faiths: religions for the long term 

Anthony Smith is surely right to say that the three Abrahamic 
faiths are clearly distinguishable from others. He calls them 
‘salvation religions’, and ascribes to this element of salvation 
the fact that, unlike many other religions, they still exist as 
potent force today, each one based upon a unique God 
reaching out to humanity through a chosen individual — 
Abraham, Jesus, and Muhammad respectively. 

While other religions — notably Buddhism and Hinduism — 
have existed from ancient times, they are different in nature 
from these three. For although Buddhism spread beyond its 
Indian origins to the rest of Asia and Hinduism likewise, the 
two successor faiths to Judaism both make claims to be univer¬ 
sally true and genuinely cross-cultural and global in a way that 
is not so true of other world religions. 

(Localism would be very true of Hinduism, for example, 
especially as seen by its more zealous present-day Indian 
followers such as the nationalistic movement, the RSS, and 
their compatriots in its political wing, the BJP.) 

The Jews, Abraham s descendants, and ethnically speaking 
from the Semitic group around them — Phoenicians and 
Assyrians and then the Arabs of today - did not evangelize 
much beyond their own ethnic boundaries. The only notable 
exceptions are key characters such as Ruth the Moabitess and 
Naaman the Syrian, since they were not born Jewish but chose 
freely to follow the Jewish faith which they, like all Jews, 
believed to be uniquely true. Christianity and then Islam took 
this much further, in rapidly crossing national and ethnic 
boundaries from the beginning — Christianity even more so, 
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since there is no equivalent to a special religious language such 
as Arabic in Islam. 

The three Abrahamic faiths are together believed in by 
billions globally, and both Christianity and Islam are still 
expanding, probably more so now than ever before. Africa, Asia 
and, in the twenty-first century, Europe, are all witnessing a 
growing confrontation between the two global successor 
faiths. This does not just refer to inter-religious violence, such 
as 9/11 or Christian/Muslim riots in Nigeria and Indonesia, 
but also in peaceful terms to millions of people actively 
converting to them and thereby rejecting their ancestral poly¬ 
theistic faiths. 


The faith of the Jews: the dawn of a monotheistic 
people 

Abraham had a son, Isaac, who in turn had two sons, Esau and 
Jacob. The Hebrew Scriptures do not try to hide people s 
mistakes; Abraham lied to protect himself (on one occasion 
telling an Egyptian ruler that Sarah was his sister, not his wife, 
in case the ruler wanted to kill him to get her), so too did his 
grandson Jacob, similarly to get out of trouble. But these same 
scriptures, or Tanakh , to give its Hebrew name, shows that God 
loves repentant sinners. 

Jacob in turn had twelve sons, branches of which later 
became the Twelve Tribes of Israel. The youngest but one, 
Joseph, who was born according to some around 1900 BC, was 
rejected by his brothers and ended up in a powerful position in 
Egypt as a principal adviser to the Pharaoh. 
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The Pharaoh whom Joseph served is not named, and some 
think it possible that since he was so sympathetic to a visitor of 
Semitic race, the relevant Pharaoh could have been one of the 
Hyksos, a non-Egyptian dynasty from Canaan. But such a date 
and an overlap with the Hyksos would seem impossible since 
most people date that dynasty as existing 300 years later. But 
chronology is often either unclear or controversial - some 
mainstream Egyptologists are unhappy with the received 
chronology, as well as those who attribute strange powers to 
the pyramids — and so such a conjecture is pure speculation. 

Either way, Joseph is said to have saved Egypt from famine, 
and his family came to live in the country, in which they 
remained for centuries. Some speculate that there were now 
two groups of Jews — one in Egypt and one in what became 
their historic heartland of Palestine, but the traditional belief is 
that all the Jews were now in a single place, in Egypt. 

By the time we get to Moses, who some think was born in 
approximately 1520 BC, the now much larger Jewish popu¬ 
lation of Egypt was in a far worse position - most of them 
were slaves living in the Nile Delta. (One expert has said that 
dates for Moses vary by a full 300 years either way.) The 
resulting plea of Moses to Pharaoh, ‘Let my people go,’ has 
resonated for millennia with all oppressed peoples, and Moses 
himself has become an iconic figure whether he is literally 
believed in or not, as shown by Melanie Wrights book Moses 
in America:The Cultural Uses of Biblical Narrative. 

Films, like Moses Prince of Egypt are, like so much of 
Hollywood, pure speculation. But it is interesting that the 
great Jewish lawgiver was someone well versed in Egyptian 
knowledge. There has been much scholarly speculation that it 
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was the Jewish people who were influenced into their historic 
monotheism by the Egyptians. So it is important to note that 
Akhenaten, the supposedly monotheistic Pharaoh whom we 
looked at earlier, did live, according to the accepted main¬ 
stream chronology, until around 1350 BC. This would, 
according to such dating, be around 170 years after the birth of 
Moses and therefore long after the Children of Israel had left 
Egypt.You cannot influence someone before you are born. 

Needless to say, not all historians agree on chronology, espe¬ 
cially if Moses was contemporaneous with Rameses II, who 
reigned around 1273 BC, therefore after Akhenaten. But 
theories on what happened when regarding contentious issues 
like this often depend on prior religious belief. So if the dates 
suggested by Egyptologist and Middle East specialist Jacob 
Fellure are correct, then Moses preceded Akhenaten. 

Yet if non-crank archaeologists such as David Rohl in Test 
of Time and Peter James in Centuries of Darkness are right, then 
we have all got our chronology seriously wrong! Both books 
show that if Egyptian chronology is realigned, then the whole 
timescale of the Hebrew Scriptures (or Old Testament) 
suddenly falls into line with a very different set of Egyptian 
Pharaohs, a revision that enhances the credibility of the Old 
Testament record. 

One of the reasons that mainstream Egyptologists such as 
Kenneth Kitchen dismiss Rohl and James is because there are 
plenty of cranks out there, while fully recognizing that neither 
scholar is in that unfortunate category. 

The last person to suggest a change in ancient Egyptian 
dating was a writer called Immanuel Velikovsky, who also seri¬ 
ously suggested that Venus was from outside the Solar System, 
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and had entered it only a few thousand years ago. Needless to 
say, the overwhelming majority of serious scientists laughed at 
such nonsense to scorn. 

However, both Peter James and David Rohl are mainstream 
archaeologists, and neither of them is linked to any particular 
religious need to interpret ancient events in a special way. 
Their New Chronology ideas should at least be taken seri¬ 
ously, as if their chronology is correct, it is certainly good news 
for those who take the Bible seriously 

If we stick for safety’s sake to a more mainstream 
chronology, archaeologists suggest around 1420 BC for the 
exodus of the Jewish people out of Egypt. There are verifiable 
documents of forty years later by Canaanite tribes asking for 
Egyptian help against an invading tribe called the Habiru. 
According to the Hebrew Scriptures, the Israelites spent forty 
years in the wilderness in between leaving Egypt and invading 
what we now call Palestine. 

One theologically traditionalist scholar, Norman Geisler, 
thinks that as the Bible gives no name for the Pharaoh of the 
Book of Exodus, the answer was probably Pharaoh 
Amenhotep II. This is a view I have not seen even in conser¬ 
vative commentaries, such as those published by the theologi¬ 
cally conservative university-orientated publisher, InterVarsity 
Press. Finally, as an article in Time magazine in 1998 
comments, an absence of evidence does not necessarily mean 
anything either way! 

While I tend to be convinced by the Rohl/James 
hypothesis that says it was definitely not Rameses II, it 
probably does not matter who the actual Pharaoh was. The 
main thing is that the Children of Israel were now out of 
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Egypt, and, after a period of wandering, now about to embark 
on setting up a country of their own. 

The main task of Moses and his brother Aaron (known to 
Muslims as Musa and Harun) had been to escape Egypt. The 
Children of Israel were able to do just this. If one takes a tradi¬ 
tional view of religious inspiration, Moses was the leader who 
gave to the Children of Israel the law code described in the 
Pentateuch, the first five books of both the Hebrew and 
Christian scriptures. (Many have noted similarities to the 
much earlier law code of Hammurabi, which as we saw dates 
to around 1700 BC). Either way, the Jewish law code is quite 
remarkable, especially the ethics of the Ten Commandments, 
and is still followed by billions of people, Jewish and Christian, 
and admired by many who reject any kind of religious belief. 

God the law giver: the origins of our moral code 

Let us look briefly at the Ten Commandments. 

Here I am using the latest English translation, the English 
Standard Version. I am starting from the beginning, since it is 
important to see what follows in the context of the ethical 
monotheism — to use Paul Johnson s phrase — that is the great 
discovery of the Jews. Here I am quoting from Exodus, chapter 
twenty; the Commandments are reiterated in Deuteronomy, 
chapter five. 

I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of 

Egypt, out of the house of slavery. 

You shall have no other God before me. 
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You shall not make for yourself a carved image, or any likeness of 
anything that is in the heaven above, or that is in the earth 
beneath, or that is in the water under the earth.You shall not bow 
down to them or serve them, for I the Lord your God am a 
jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the children to 
the third and fourth generation of them that hate me, but 
showing steadfast love to thousands of those who love me and 
keep my commandments. 

You shall not take the name of the Lord your God in vain, for the 
Lord will not hold him guiltless who takes his name in vain. 
Remember the Sabbath day to keep it holy Six days you shall 
labor, and do all your work, but the seventh day is a Sabbath to the 
Lord your God. On it you shall not do any work, you, or your 
son, or your daughter, your male servant or your female servant, 
or your livestock, or the sojourner who is within your gates. For 
in six days the Lord made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is 
in them and rested the seventh day. Therefore the Lord blessed 
the Sabbath day and made it holy. 

Honour your father and your mother, that your days may be long 
in the land that the Lord is giving to you. 

You shall not murder. 

You shall not commit adultery. 

You shall not steal. 

You shall not bear false witness against your neighbour. 

You shall not covet your neighbours house, you shall not covet 
your neighbour s wife, or his male servant, or his female servant, 
or his ox, or his donkey, or anything that is your neighbour s. 

While neighbours no longer may have oxen to covet, the 
foundational principle of loving your neighbour as yourself, of 
not stealing or murdering, remain at the core of ethics systems 
everywhere, a code first recognized by a small Semitic people 
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fleeing for their lives from an angry Pharaoh. A look too at the 
dietary and medical laws show a remarkable prescience of 
what is safe to eat in a desert society, and the stipulation against 
bloodletting is something forgotten by Western medicine until 
comparatively recent times. 

The spirit of the Ten Commandments is still with us today, 
in the twenty-first century. For most people, the theological 
underpinning at the beginning — of loving God above all else 
- no longer applies. But nearly everyone would agree that, for 
example, theft is wrong, murder is abominable, and peijury 
undermines the entire legal system. Now through Christianity 
and Islam the law code of the Jews has become effectively 
universal, at least so far as the basis of morality is concerned. 
The faith part may have gone, but the ethics of the Hebrew 
Scriptures have remained. 

Take for example another quotation, which appears slightly 
later in the book of Exodus: 

You shall not pervert the justice due to your poor in his lawsuit. 
Keep far from a false charge, and do not kill the innocent and 
righteous, for I will not acquit the wicked. And you shall take no 
bribe, for a bribe blinds the clear-sighted and subverts the cause of 
those who are in the right.You shall not oppress a sojourner.You 
know the heart of a sojourner, for you were sojourners in the land 
of Egypt. 

How often countless victims of injustice down the millennia 
must have wished forjudges who could not be bribed, and did 
not favour the rich over the poor! Likewise, many an immi¬ 
grant must have wished that she or he were not oppressed, as, 
alas, is the case of countless immigrants down to our own time. 
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Those who have not read the Hebrew Scriptures have a 
tendency to contrast what they think of the God of the Old 
Testament with the seemingly more benign God they 
encounter in the New Testament. But this is to misinterpret the 
Hebrew Scriptures altogether. For example, take this quotation: 

You shall not mistreat any widow or fatherless child. If you do 
mistreat them and they cry out to me, I will surely hear their cry, 
and my wrath will burn and I shall kill you with the sword and 
your wives shall become widows and your children fatherless. 

This is powerful language. But it is used in defence of the 
widows and fatherless, two of the most vulnerable categories 
both then and now.The teaching of the Hebrew Scriptures on 
such ethical issues remains strong throughout, down to the 
strictures of the Prophet Amos, whose denunciations of social 
and economic oppression are surely as powerful in the twenty- 
first century as they were nearly three thousand years ago 
when he first proclaimed them. 

In terms of economic justice, radical Christians from Latin 
America to Britain and the USA are also trying to update the 
teaching of a Hebrew book we seldom read today, that of 
Leviticus. Much of it remains obscure, since the temple system 
and detailed commands on the nature of the lamp-stands are 
hard for us to comprehend. But today politically progressive 
Christians base much of their doctrine on what has sometimes 
been called the ‘bias to the poor’ on this very book. In 
particular, they use chapter twenty-five, and the teaching on 
Jubilee. According to this principle, everything sold within a 
forty-nine year period had to be sold back to the original 
owner in the fiftieth year, so that capital accumulation — largely 
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landholdings in these ancient times — would be impossible to 
go beyond a certain point. 

Economic oppression was also outlawed: 

If your brother becomes poor and cannot maintain himself with 
you, you shall support him as though he were a stranger and a 
sojourner, and he shall live with you.Take no interest from him or 
profit, but fear your God, that your brother may live beside you. 
You shall not lend him your money at interest, nor give him your 
food for profit ... If your brother becomes poor beside you and 
sells himself to you, you shall not make him as a slave: he shall be 
with you as a hired servant and as a sojourner. He shall serve with 
you until the year of the jubilee. 

Again, the ethical implications of this are clear, and are surely 
still relevant in the modern, industrial times in which we live 
today. 

In terms of present day applications, it is significant that the 
group founded in Washington DC by the radical Christian Jim 
Wallis was at first called Sojourners, which is also the title of 
their journal. Now Wallis is known in both the USA and 
Britain for his book God's Politics. He is supported in America 
by many Democrats and in the United Kingdom by Gordon 
Brown. But the theological basis for his work — and that of the 
similar Jubilee Centre in Britain — is all taken from the 
teaching of the millennia-old book of Leviticus. 

This is not to say that the Jewish people always kept to such 
norms - far from it, as a reading of any of the later prophets 
makes abundantly clear. But they did at least have a firm moral 
basis for the kind of society that they were trying to create out 
there in the wilderness, and then in the Promised Land itself. 
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The story of the Exodus, and of the slow conquest of the 
Promised Land, is one of the most exciting in world literature 
and remains an equal source of religious inspiration to the Jews 
of today, with regular feasts to commemorate different parts of 
the story. But despite the close genetic kinship of the Jews with 
their Semitic neighbours, it was now that they started to be 
radically different from them in a way that has distinguished 
them right up until the present. The story is in fact one of the 
most remarkable in history, since the whole legacy of the West 
owes its intellectual, moral and religious origins to the Jews 
every bit as much as to the civilizations of Greece and Rome, 
or to the Celts. There is a sense in which when the Jews made 
their successful dash for freedom into the Wilderness, the story 
of Western civilization also began. 
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Jesus of Nazareth: man and message 

Jesus, whose Jewish name would have beenYeshua ben Joseph, 
the founder of the world s first universal monotheistic faith, 
Christianity, was born in the Middle East, around 4 BC, just 
before the Hasmonean King Herod the Great died. (BC and AD 
were invented many years later, and depended on guesstimates 
of when Jesus was born that we now know to be inaccurate). 

As we saw with Abraham, the founder of Judaism, and will 
see with Muhammad and the origins of Islam, nothing signif¬ 
icant has been written about any of the originators of the three 
major monotheistic faiths outside of their own scriptures. If for 
believers this does not present a problem, non-believing 
writers lack outside confirmation for the three lives in 
question. Much depends, therefore, on what you already think, 
so one should always be sceptical of people who say they are 
being more objective one way or the other. As with Abraham, 
this would include secular historians as much as religious 
writers, since atheists or agnostics are by definition as partisan 
as believers. 
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Expert writers such as the scholar R.T. France estimate that 
Jesus was born four years ahead of his ‘official’ birth. Raised in 
what we today would call a skilled working-class home, he 
spent the early part of his life in obscurity, working as a 
carpenter. But when he turned thirty in approximately 
AD 26—28, he began a three-year public ministry. The core of 
this is recorded in the four Gospels of the Christian New 
Testament: Matthew, Mark, Luke (the three ‘synoptic’ or 
straight narrative accounts), and John, whose Gospel is more 
thematically written than the others.This means that the tradi¬ 
tional date for his crucifixion — AD 33 — is probably late, 
though some people have argued it is correct. 

Nearly all Jesus’ active ministry, which reached its climax in 
Jerusalem, took place in what was then called Canaan, with 
most concentrated in an even smaller area, Galilee. Mainstream 
Jewish thought had passed Galilee by, which explains why 
Jesus’ disciples were rather looked down upon by the more 
sophisticated intellectuals and bureaucrats of the time. 

Jesus was born under Roman rule - as we saw in the last 
chapter, the Romans had occupied the entire area for over 
sixty years already, through the Hasmonean dynasty of loyal 
client kings. Some of the region was governed directly, but 
other parts, rather like the former British Raj in India, were 
controlled via the indirect rule of local monarchs, of whom 
Herod the Great was the most famous.This was also similar to 
the client king protectorates in southern Africa, such as 
Swaziland or Lesotho, and present-day Botswana, now familiar 
through the novels of Alexander McCall Smith. 

During the ministry of Jesus, Herod Antipas reigned over 
Galilee, but his brother Archelaus was so inefficient that Judea 
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and Samaria were directly under a Roman Prefect, who in 
turn was under the Roman Governor of Syria. At the time of 
Jesus’ death, the Prefect was Pontius Pilate. 

Jesus taught that he was the Messiah, the promised one of 
God.The Jews had waited a very long time for such a figure to 
appear, especially after their centuries of foreign rule. But Jesus 
was the Messiah predicted by the Hebrew Scriptures - notably 
the Suffering Servant, the title given by the prophet Isaiah to 
the future deliverer of the Jewish people — rather than the 
warrior on horseback who would vanquish the Romans. As a 
result, after one of the disciples, Judas Iscariot, betrayed Jesus to 
the Jewish hierarchy, known as the Sanhedrin, this body took 
an essentially political view about who the awaited Jewish 
saviour, or Messiah, would be. Since Jesus’ spiritual idea of his 
mission and the political longings of the Sanhedrin were 
different, the leadership did not hesitate to solve their problem 
- that of Jesus being a rival source of religious authority — 
through handing him over to their political enemies, the 
Romans. Jesus thus died under imperial rule. 

It is important to remember, in relation to how anti-Semites 
would misinterpret all this, namely that all those involved in 
the arrest of Jesus were Jews, including Jesus and his disciples. 
Where they differed was over the interpretation of what kind 
of person the Messiah was and what he was coming to do. Was 
he an anti-colonial freedom fighter, or a spiritual saviour 
whose message would apply not just to Jews but to Gentiles as 
well? 

In the light of current debate, this is not just an issue for 
Christians and Jews. The very fact that Jesus came for spiritual 
and not political reasons is a major distinction between 
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Christianity and Islam, a religion in which the two are inex¬ 
orably fused. The fact that in the fourth-century Christian 
leaders forgot this in their deal with the Emperor Constantine 
should not take away from the important point that Jesus 
refused to be the political Messiah that many clearly and 
mistakenly hoped he would be. 

However, it is vital to remember, especially in the light of 
twentieth-century history, that Jesus and all his early disciples 
were themselves Jewish. Strictly speaking, therefore, to say that 
the Jews per se rejected Jesus is historically inaccurate. While 
the Establishment did so, many ordinary Jews did not. The so- 
called ‘Blood Libel’ of generations of anti-semites, including 
later Christians, is therefore a calumny, as well as simply wrong. 
It is interesting that Jesus — or Christ, to use a Greek variant of 
his name — his twelve disciples (to match the Twelve Tribes of 
Israel) and most of the early church being Jews embarrassed 
Nazis from Protestant backgrounds (Catholics tended to 
favour the Nazis less), and Christianity’s Jewish origins were 
thus strongly played down, or even abolished altogether. 

Jesus’ essential method therefore was spiritual rather than 
political, unlike that of the religious establishment of his time. 
He made it clear from the beginning that his kingdom was not 
of this world. His message was one of peace, and particularly 
peace and reconciliation with God through faith in Jesus 
himself. While the doctrine of the Trinity took some while to 
be formulated officially, it is strongly implicit in the Gospels - 
Jesus referred to God as his father, and promised the disciples 
the Holy Spirit once he was gone. 

At the heart of Christianity is the message of salvation — 
reconciliation between sinners and God the Father through the 
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actions of Jesus, who is God the Son. As Jesus told a puzzled 
Pharisee, Nicodemus, unless you are born again in a spiritual 
sense, you cannot enter the Kingdom of God. Furthermore, 
Christianity is an exclusive faith — only through Christ is recon¬ 
ciliation with God is possible. (Strictly speaking, therefore, the 
description ‘born-again Christian’, which became well-known 
in the 1970s, is a tautology, since Jesus taught that a Christian is 
someone who has been born again, in this spiritual sense). 

However, Jesus also made it evident that his message would 
eventually be for everyone who heard it and not just for the 
Jewish race alone. Christians believe that after the crucifixion, 
Jesus rose from the dead on the third day and, after a brief 
period with his disciples, ascended back into heaven from 
whence he had originally come. While Christians celebrate 
Christmas — the birth of Christ - as the main festival, it would 
be more accurate to say that it is Easter, the death and resur¬ 
rection of Jesus, which is at the heart of the Christian message. 

It was Jesus crucified and risen whom the early disciples 
preached from the very beginning. Christianity is not just a law 
code of ethics, but a restored relationship, through Christ, with 
God. Not only that, but ordinary believers can get to know 
God personally, something that differentiates Christianity from 
all other religions. Christianity is also unique among the 
monotheistic faiths in that its founder proclaimed himself to be 
divine, something not true of either Abraham or Muhammad. 
Jews do not worship Abraham, or Muslims Muhammad, but 
Christians do believe that Jesus is God. Islam, a monotheistic 
faith, has no equivalent of the Christian Eucharist for example, 
since it is the message of Muhammad that is at the core of Islam 
not the Prophet himself, however revered he might be. 



48 


FROM CHRIST TO CHRISTENDOM 


Followers of Islam are Muslims — those in submission to God - 
and emphatically not Muhammadans, as the West has 
misnamed them in the past. 

But Christianity is centred as much around the divine 
person of Jesus as it is his message. This therefore meant that 
Christians could not worship the Emperor.The Divine Cult of 
the Emperor was not so much religious as political; you would 
not rebel against someone in whose divinity you believed. But 
Christianity, being an exclusive faith, rendered Emperor 
worship impossible, even though, as per the teaching in the 
New Testament, Christians believed in being good citizens. 

One of the best descriptions of who Jesus is and what he 
came to do is from an unlikely source - the Irish rock star and 
poverty-relief activist Bono of U2. In a book-length interview 
with him called Bono in Conversation , conducted by a non- 
Christian journalist, Bono replied to the issue of whether Jesus 
was a madman or the Messiah, an issue that had also been 
raised by writer and apologist CS Lewis. 

Look, the secular response to the Christ story always goes like 
this: He was a great prophet, obviously a very interesting guy, had 
a lot to say along the lines of other great prophets, be they Elijah, 
Muhammad, Buddha, or Confucius. But actually Christ doesn’t 
allow you that. He doesn’t let you off that hook. Christ says,‘No. 
I’m not saying I’m a teacher, don’t call me teacher. I’m not saying 
I’m a prophet. I’m saying: “I’m the Messiah.” I’m saying: “I am 
God incarnate.’” ... So what you’re left with is either Christ was 
who He said He was — the Messiah - or a complete nutcase. ... 
The idea that the entire course of civilization for over half of the 
globe could have its fate changed and turned upside down by a 
nutcase, for me that’s farfetched. 
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One of the best known of Jesus’ teachings is summarized in 
what we call the Sermon on the Mount, an event that took 
place early in his ministry, and was preached to a large crowd. 
(Once more, I am quoting from the English Standard Version 
and from their translation of the Gospel of Matthew, chapter 
five). 

Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 
Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted. 
Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth. 

Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for 
they shall be satisfied. 

Blessed are the merciful, for they shall receive mercy. 

Blessed are the poor in heart, for they shall see God. 

Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called the sons of 
God. 

Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for 
theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 

Blessed are you when others revile you and persecute you and 
utter all kinds of evil against you falsely on my account. Rejoice 
and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for so they perse¬ 
cuted the prophets who were before you. 

Reading this, it is easy to see both the inheritance of 
Christianity from Judaism — the parallels with the Ten 
Commandments are strong — and also the very different 
approach of Christianity to many issues. Contemporary reli¬ 
gions, as well as being polytheistic, also lacked the strong 
ethical basis so clearly apparent here. Jupiter or Apollo did not 
insist upon ethical standards, and if the legends about them are 
anything to go by, morality was not at a premium on Mount 
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Olympus. This had not been the case with Judaism, and was 
not the case with Christianity (or with Islam, when it arrived). 
The clear enunciation of objective moral standards was thus of 
major appeal to people who believed that such things were 
vital to life, and consequentially significant in the spread of 
Christianity in its early centuries. 

We shall look at Islam later, and here it is important to say 
that Muslims regard Isa, as they call Jesus, as one of their 
prophets. Yet, even taking into account the different organi¬ 
zation of the Quran - according to the size of the sura (groups 
of verses), with the biggest first and the shortest last, not 
according to the subject matter or flow of the narrative — it is 
hard to find in that work any direct parallel to the Beatitudes 
above. Individual suras might give similar ethical impressions, 
but not through the blocks of teaching that pervades both the 
Hebrew Scriptures and the New Testament. 

Much of the ethic of Jesus is to turn the natural standards of 
society upside down. For example, he taught (again using the 
ESV), using the ancient scriptures as his base: 

You have heard that it was said an eye for an eye and a tooth for a 
tooth. But I say to you, do not resist the one who is evil. But if 
anyone slaps you on the right cheek, turn to him the other also. 
And if anyone would sue you and take your tunic, let him have 
your cloak as well ... 

Such statements explain why the author John Stott titles his 
book on the Sermon on the Mount The Christian Counter- 
Culture , since our natural reaction to such circumstances is to 
fight back and take the other person’s tunic in retaliation for 
losing our own.Thus in our post-Christian secular culture many, 
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like Gandhi, were able to admire the ethical teaching of Jesus 
while rejecting his spiritual claims. However, it can be argued 
that this is not intellectually valid for two reasons. First, Jesus said 
that he came for principally spiritual, rather than just ethical 
reasons, although ethics were an essential part of his teaching. 
Those who admire his ethics like Gandhi did, therefore reject the 
exclusive/spiritual side of his message, and thus the religious 
distinctive of Christianity, while keeping its non-religious ethics. 
Furthermore, as the following quotation shows, Jesus included 
our thoughts as well as what we actually do as an integral part of 
his moral code. We may never have murdered anyone, but we 
have surely often thought negative things, even about those 
closest to us. 

The ethical standards of Jesus were exceptionally high. Later 
in the same passage from which the quotation on the previous 
page is taken, he showed, for example, that: 

You have heard that it was said to those of old, you shall not 
murder; and whoever murders will be liable to judgment. But I 
say to you that everyone who is angry with his brother will be 
liable to judgment; whoever insults his brother will be liable to 
the Council [the Jewish Council, or Sanhedrin]; and whoever 
says ‘y° u fool!’ will be liable to the hell of fire. 

This in effect says that righteousness is humanly impossible to 
attain. While we may never - one trusts - have committed 
murder, we have all been angry with people in our time, and 
yet anger, which we think of as a natural reaction, is given the 
severest judgment possible. To Jesus, and thus to Christianity 
historically understood, humanity is ultimately in spiritual 
need, since the fulfilment of the ethical law is impossible. 
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Jesus told his disciples after the Resurrection to go into the 
whole of the world and increase their number. There were 
probably around 120 of them — possibly a few more — on the 
day of Pentecost, when the Bible records the Holy Spirit as 
coming down on the first Christians, who then began the task 
of global evangelism. As the Gospels hint, for example in the 
Parable of the Good Samaritan, this was no longer to be a faith 
for Jews alone. 


The early church 

Historians and sociologists seem never to have achieved a 
consensus on why Christianity spread so rapidly, especially in 
the first century. Church historians have attributed the aston¬ 
ishingly rapid growth to God the Holy Spirit, and, needless to 
say, that is not something that convinces secular (if not actually 
atheist) sociologists of religion. 

However, recent historians writing from religious perspec¬ 
tives have tried to find causes that would appeal both to fellow 
believers and to secular academics alike. Most notable among 
these has been the British ecclesiologist and expert in missions 
Andrew Walls, in works such as The Cross-Cultural Process in 
Christian History ; and in his critiques of the famous historian 
K.S. Latourette, whose epic multi-volume history of the 
church was published during and after the Second World War. 

The first reason that Walls provides is that the 
Mediterranean world in which Christianity began was rela¬ 
tively culturally homogenous. Most of the region was under 
the stable rule of the Roman Empire, and linguistically Greek 
was widely understood, if only as a lingua franca. 
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Second, the Christian church from very early on was radical 
in its social inclusiveness once it became open to those of non- 
Jewish origin. This made it highly unusual in that it insisted 
that issues such as social class or race were of no relevance 
within the body of believers. 

Third, as the eminent Baptist mission historian Brian 
Stanley of Cambridge has also emphasized, is a point that 
follows on naturally from this — namely that, unlike the Jewish 
faith which distinguished between those born Jewish and 
those who became Jews (namely proselytes), early Christianity 
made no such distinction. This enabled the new faith to be 
seen as something altogether different, something that Greeks, 
for example, could join as full members. 

Finally, Christianity offered a quality of communal life that 
the existing divinity cults could not match, or, in the case of 
the more elite sects, did not even try and imitate. 

A point also made by the archaeologist, Bruce Winter, is that 
the cult of the divine emperor failed to deliver the spiritual 
goods to the ordinary people, something that was not true of 
the early Christian church. 

Thus, as the Book of Acts shows, Christianity became a 
genuinely multi-racial, multi-ethnic international faith from 
very early on; it has always seen itself as such, and increasingly 
so since the global spread of Christianity in the nineteenth 
century onwards. One of our Western misconceptions is to see 
Christianity as a predominantly Western faith. This has long 
since ceased to be the case. Today, the vast majority of prac¬ 
ticing Christians now live in the Third World with, for 
example, Africa being far more Christian than Western 
Europe (and, to make another example, around sixteen times 
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as many active Anglican Protestants in Nigeria than in 
England). In fact it is mainly only Western Europe that is 
predominantly secular, with the rest of the world, including 
the USA, which is still actively religious. In the twenty-first 
century, Christianity has returned to its roots. 

Christianity, as we shall see, soon became illegal under the 
Romans. It spread, therefore, by word of mouth, or, in the 
words of a phrase used early on,‘gossiping the Gospel.’ 

By roughly AD 40, the centre of the new faith had become 
Antioch, on the borders of what is now Syria and Turkey, and 
which is also where the followers of‘The Way’, to use their 
own description, were first known as Christians. By this stage, 
too, there were several thousand members of the Church, 
spreading all over the Roman Empire. 

As with the Hebrew Scriptures, which never disguises the 
failings of otherwise deeply admired heroes such as Abraham, 
Moses and David, the New Testament is very honest about the 
human frailties and mistakes of God’s people — there is no 
attempt at covering up mistakes or disagreements. Not all the 
disciples understood the international nature of the faith, and 
some took quite a while to realize that things had changed. 

The Apostle Peter is a classic example. He is recorded as 
having problems with evangelizing a Roman centurion, or 
eating non-kosher food. In the Gospels, he frequently gets 
over-excited, and says things which he later regrets. Above all, 
just before the crucifixion, he denies knowing Jesus altogether, 
and flees in shame when he is rumbled as being one of the 
disciples. 

One person who helped the most in making the spiritual 
and psychological leap started out persecuting the new 



FROM CHRIST TO CHRISTENDOM 


55 


religion, and then became transformed into one of its leading 
converts. This was Saul of Tarsus, who we know today as the 
Apostle Paul. He was the author of much of the New 
Testament in the form of his Epistles to different churches 
around the Gentile, Roman Empire, which he had established 
himself. One of his important messages was to underline the 
universality of Christianity: in Christ, he wrote, there was 
neither male nor female, Jew or Greek, slave or free person. 

Modern critical scholarship tends to give an earlier date to 
Paul’s Epistles than to the Gospel narratives. Here I think 
much depends on your prior point of view. Those of a theo¬ 
logically liberal disposition see Paul as the effective re-founder 
of Christianity, a view popular in many university-based 
Divinity Schools. Theologically more conservative scholars, 
such as N.T. Wright, the present Bishop of Durham, reject this 
approach as being inaccurate historically and spiritually. 

One thing is perhaps important to say here, as it has become 
a major cause of misunderstanding: while a combination of 
conservative politics and theology is a normal mix in much of 
the USA, it is by no means the same outside of that country. 
Not only that, as the theologically Evangelical and politically 
progressive former US President Jimmy Carter shows in his 
book Our Endangered Values , it is not always the case in America 
either. (Writer Jim Wallis’ book God’s Politics , cited earlier, 
proves the same). In most countries, especially in the Global 
South, it is not possible to judge someone’s politics by their 
theology. 

Christianity spread rapidly around the Roman Empire, and 
beyond, into some parts of Asia and Africa outside the imperial 
borders. However, the Roman authorities quickly realized that 
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it was not just a variant of Judaism, but a religion in its own 
right. This meant that Christians were not exempt from 
Emperor Worship, unlike the Jews, who had been granted a 
special exemption from this because of the monotheistic 
nature of their faith. Since Christians, as monotheists, 
worshipped only God, the Romans savagely persecuted them 
from very early on — the later Epistles in the New Testament 
were already referring to persecution, and how to cope with it. 
As the saying soon went, the blood of the martyrs is the seed of 
the Church. 

To Christians, even a nominal amount of incense on an altar 
to Caesar was to break the command to worship God only. For 
the Romans, this was a test of political allegiance, which the 
Christians failed, and it was for this that the infant church was 
so violently persecuted. 

Ironically, Christianity and Judaism, the two monotheistic 
faiths, are the two remnants in the region from this distant 
time. Because the Romans took an essentially relaxed attitude 
to other faiths, as their adherents had no theological problem 
with Emperor worship, the Roman religion per se had little 
long-term influence on the Middle East. If anything, it was the 
other way around, since several of the later pagan Roman 
Emperors such as Heliogabulus were from the region, and 
brought their local cults with them to Rome. 

At this time, the heartland of Christianity remained in the 
Middle East, even though much of Roman-ruled Europe saw 
many conversions to the new faith. (Other parts were not 
converted for many centuries.) 

The key difference between early Christianity and Islam 
that came 600 years later is that for the first 300 years the 
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Christian religion was an underground, persecuted faith, 
spread by conversion and not linked in any way to the formal 
centres of power. This is quite unlike Islam, in which political 
and military authority and the faith itself were merged from 
the outset. In the Beatitudes,Jesus expected his followers to be 
persecuted, and the Epistles, especially those attributed to 
Peter, emphasize this very strongly. This gave Christianity 
enormous resilience as it enabled it to be wholly independent 
of outside circumstances. 

Among the leaders of the infant church was James, the half- 
brother of Jesus (being, according to Protestants, the son of 
Mary by her later marriage to Joseph, and to Catholics, the 
son of Joseph before he married Mary). But the Jewish 
uprising against Roman rule in AD 66, which ended with the 
destruction of the Temple in AD 70, resulted in the death of 
large numbers of Jews, most notably in the fortress of Masada, 
where the Jewish defenders killed themselves rather than 
succumb to continued Roman tyranny. These events brought 
about a Diaspora not just for the Jews as they fled Israel but 
for the young Christian church as well, thereby international¬ 
izing the movement yet further. Persecution also grew worse; 
many of the Jewish-Christian leaders were thrown to the 
lions in the circus, or burned to death among the gruesome 
methods employed. In AD 135 a final Jewish revolt led by 
Simon bar Kochba, who claimed to be the Messiah, pushed 
the Romans to even more drastic measures, with Jerusalem 
being sacked and turned into an entirely pagan city. The 
Jewish relationship with the land was increasingly severed, 
with the majority of Jews now living outside the confines of 
the original kingdoms. 



58 


FROM CHRIST TO CHRISTENDOM 


Jews did not return in large numbers to the Holy Land until 
the twentieth century. They now became a people without a 
land, with Jewish communities stretching from present day 
Spain in the West to what is now Iran in the East. Nostalgia for 
Jerusalem never went away. But the contribution of Diaspora 
Jews to the countries in which they now found themselves was 
enormous, intellectually, culturally, medically and in many 
other fields. Come the advent of Islam, in which Jews were 
given special status as one of the two Peoples of the Book 
(along with their fellow monotheists, the Christians), the 
ability of Jewish exiles to make a positive contribution rose 
further still. Not only that, but because of their distinct 
religion, they managed to remain a discrete group, and did not, 
unlike, say, the Samaritans, become absorbed into the peoples 
around them. Their survival as a distinct group despite being 
exiled from their homeland is remarkable, and a considerable 
tribute to them as a unique people. 

Not only that, the increasing scale of the Jewish Diaspora 
was of enormous help to the early Christians, since the syna¬ 
gogues were often the jumping-off point for many of the first 
evangelists, large numbers of whom it should be remembered 
were themselves Jewish. 

One notable achievement of the early church was to 
formulate the Bible as we know it today, having worked out 
which books were and were not canonical. Protestants and 
Catholics do not entirely agree on this - the Catholic 
Church adding some books that Protestants reject - but the 
basis canon was agreed very early on in Christian history. 

Slowly but surely more formal structures arose within the 
infant church as the numbers of converts grew exponentially 
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and geographically throughout the Empire and beyond. Here 
the history of the church becomes more difficult, since 
different Christian denominations interpret what evolved in 
divergent ways, some feeling that the rise of a hierarchy was 
correct, while others regret it. Either way, the structure of the 
church became more familiar to what we know today, with a 
separate priesthood and leaders called Bishops, some of 
whom enjoyed more authority and greater prestige than 
others. The Church was still underground, however, being 
persecuted by the Emperor Diocletian, for example, as late as 
AD 303. 

Many of the early Church martyrs have been forgotten, but 
others have come down to us. One of them, Polycarp 
(c. AD 69—155) being a good example. A copious writer of 
post-biblical Epistles, he dealt with many of the thorny 
doctrinal issues with which the early Church was wresding. 
He was also one of the key leaders in the generation after those 
such as St Clement, who, while they did not know Jesus them¬ 
selves, knew people who did. Polycarp came from Smyrna — 
now Izmir - in Anatolia, a town that was then Greek. 

(Smyrna continued as a predominantly Greek city 
throughout the Ottoman Empire until its seizure by the Turks 
in 1922. We must remember that the ethnic map of the Middle 
East was very different until that date from what it is now. 
Anatolia, for example, with its Greeks, Armenians, Kurds and 
later on, Turks, was a patchwork of nationalities until the 
formation of an overwhelmingly Turkish state — although with 
a Kurdish minority - in 1922 made the Anatolian Peninsula 
essentially the home of one race. Therefore for most of the 
period covered in this book, people in the region were part of 
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larger, multiracial, empires, with different races living cheek by 
jowl, either in neighbouring villages, or side by side in the 
same town. 

Mark Mazower’s book on Thessaloniki — then called 
Salonica — is a fascinating example of how Turks, Jews, Greeks 
and other groups all lived peaceably together for centuries in 
the multi-ethnic empires that existed until recent times. 
People of the three Abrahamic faiths, Muslim, Jewish and 
Christian, have often lived in harmony for centuries). 

To revert to the main narrative, one can see with Polycarp 
why persecution failed. On being asked by the Roman 
consular official, reluctant to see such an old man die violently, 
whether or not he wanted to renounce his faith or be eaten by 
lions, Polycarp refused, despite being eighty-six years old! By 
the time he was supposed to be fed to them, the animals had 
apparently gone, so he was burned alive instead. 

Polycarp and others like him are known as the Church 
Fathers, and many of them are especially revered in both the 
Catholic and Orthodox wings of Christianity. In these two 
branches of the faith, their writings take a second place to 
Scripture itself, and while Protestants do not hold them in 
quite the same light, early Christian leaders, such as, for 
example, the fourth century writer, St Augustine of Hippo, are 
held in high esteem. St Augustine came from northern Africa 
and was a Berber, a people now almost entirely Muslim; we 
forget that until the seventh century much of the present-day 
Islamic world was overwhelmingly Christian. 
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Christianity established 

In ad 306 an Emperor arose for whom Christianity was a faith 
worth supporting, rather than a rival one to persecute. 
Emperor Constantine made Christianity formally tolerated in 
the Edict of Milan in 312, and from that it emerged as the 
official religion of the Roman Empire under Constantine s 
successors in 381. By this time the Empire, which stretched 
from Britain in the west to the disputed Persian border in the 
east, was getting rather unwieldy, so Constantine also split it 
administratively into sections, with a new capital at 
Constantinople being founded in 330. 

One of the great issues discussed now for over 1700 years is 
whether or not Constantine ever truly became a Christian 
himself, or whether he simply took up Christianity as a means 
of effective social control over his new domains. Since we do 
not have hard evidence either way of his inner thought- 
processes, the case is still open. But my suspicion is that the 
latter is true. 

Either way, while the cessation of persecution was from 
almost all points of view wonderful news — who wants to be 
persecuted, after all — the advent of Constantine was a disaster 
for the church from which, it could be argued, it never wholly 
recovered. (I have examined this at much greater length in 
another book, A Crash Course on Church History.) 

For our purposes, the key point is that the decision allowed 
outside imperial interference in the internal affairs of the 
Christian church. As the leaders of the Donatist group in 
northern Africa pointed out with some justice, ‘What has the 
Emperor to do with the church?’ Since Christ emphatically 
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split church and state, one could argue that from a spiritual 
viewpoint the church was allowing itself to be hijacked by 
those whose prime motives were political rather than religious. 

Not only that, but from the standpoint of the Middle East 
the result was soon to be very bad news indeed, with results 
that are still being felt in the twenty-first century 

Up until Constantine, Christianity was seen as a faith in its 
own right without links to worldly power. In our own times, it 
is surely no coincidence that Christianity has seen a massive 
increase in the Third World after the colonial powers have left. 
The average Christian today is a Nigerian or Chinese, not a 
white Westerner. But the deal that the Church agreed with 
Constantine meant — as American sociologist Robert L. 
Montgomery points out in his unusually titled book The 
Lopsided Spread of Christianity: Towards an Understanding of the 
Diffusion of Religions — that Christianity was increasingly, and 
unfortunately, linked to Roman power. Then, after the fall of 
Rome it was seen as closely involved with that of the surviving 
Byzantine Empire. 

Furthermore the new arrangement soon saw one group of 
Christians persecuting another, all with the blessing of the 
secular power, the Emperor. While the negative effects on 
Christianity per se do not concern us here, this intra-Christian 
persecution soon radically changed the Middle East. For as we 
shall soon see, when the Muslims became one group of 
Christians was no different from any other, and all of them, 
whatever their particular idiosyncrasies of belief, were 
protected Peoples of the Book. This meant that some 
Christians would actually avoid persecution by being under 
Islamic rule, and would continue to suffer if Byzantine rule 
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survived.The Constantinian deal would cost the church in the 
Middle East very dear indeed. 

Following the fall of the Western Empire in 476, the 
Eastern Roman Empire lasted another thousand years, until it 
was conquered by the Ottomans in 1453. The Eastern or 
Byzantine Empire, which split from the West in 395, always 
regarded itself as fully Roman, even though it soon became 
principally Greek- rather than Latin-speaking. 

To the Muslim world it was Rome, and its territory was 
often called Roumeli or, to use a Turkish word, Rum . There is a 
real sense in which the later Ottomans, who finally seized 
Constantinople in 1453, saw themselves as the successors of 
the Roman Emperors, albeit not in a spiritual sense, and in 
terms of geography, one can argue convincingly for a strong 
degree of continuity between the two. Right up until the 
nineteenth century, much of the Balkans was referred to as 
Roumelia, and the Greeks would refer to themselves as 
Romioi , as readers of Patrick Leigh Fermor’s many travel books 
on Greece will know. 

Because of Christianity’s change in status, Constantine and 
his successors (excluding the pagan convert,Julian the Apostate, 
AD 331—363) started to interfere in the internal affairs of the 
Church and in its doctrine in particular. Flere again, depending 
on one’s point of view, this was either a good thing or a disaster. 
Now that Christianity was official, Constantine wanted the 
whole Church to agree to the same doctrines. Fie convened a 
Council at Nicaea, near his new capital, in 325, and this was to 
be the first of many Councils of the Church, to which, 
depending on how many are deemed canonical, Catholic and 
Orthodox Christians still look back today. 
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(For what was decided at Nicaea, see writers such as Ben 
Witherington and Sharan Newman. Witherington comes 
from the Methodist tradition of Christianity, so is an impartial 
witness in relation to the Catholic Church.) 

But from the Church’s point of view, this was something of 
a Faustian pact. It is possible, therefore, to agree fully with the 
traditional interpretation of Nicaea in terms of mainstream 
Christianity, and at the same time, if one takes a strong sepa¬ 
ration of church and state view, as I would, at the same time to 
regret the political ramifications of the decisions taken. 

For while the Church was no longer persecuted, it was the 
secular authorities who now determined Christian doctrine, 
albeit initially in consensus with leading members and officials 
of the Church. Soon, variants of Christianity not in accord 
with the official view were persecuted themselves, a move 
which was to prove fatal for Christianity when the Islamic 
invasions began in the seventh century. Dissident groups were 
to welcome the invaders, since the Muslims could not care less 
what particular doctrines individual Christians believed. It was 
better to live in freedom under Islam than to be persecuted 
under a Byzantine Emperor. 

State control became known as Caesaropapism, with the 
Emperor having authority over the church. This existed in the 
Byzantine Empire until 1453, and even in the twenty-first 
century in some countries, including Britain, the state retains 
authority over the doctrines of the established religion. It took 
until into the seventeenth century for genuine toleration of 
dissenting theological views to emerge in the West. This was as 
a result of the split in Western Christianity in the Reformation 
in the sixteenth century. Catholics and Protestants went their 
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separate ways, often with warfare and considerable violence in 
the process. 

In the United Kingdom, non-Anglican Protestants lacked 
rights until 1689 and the Act of Toleration, and Roman 
Catholics did not have the vote in Britain until 1828. All this 
is, I would argue, because of a false link between Church and 
State that was unknown to the founders of Christianity, and 
took nearly 1400 years to be rediscovered by the Christian 
Church. 

Now most Christian churches have no state connection, 
and the pact with Constantine is a thing of the past. But in the 
part of the Middle East that was Christian, official orthodoxy 
was state enforced after 381, with dissident groups, such as the 
Nestorians, fleeing to the lands of the Zoroastrian Sassanid 
Empire to avoid persecution by fellow Christians. 

Parallel to all this, the ongoing war between the Byzantines 
and the Sassanids continued. War raged from AD 337 to 350, 
and again from 359 to 361. Peace was finally signed in 384, and 
this time it actually lasted a long time, until 503, when another 
century of on-off wars began again. Only in 628 was a truce 
called, and by then it was too late: a hitherto unknown 
merchant in Arabia had founded a new faith, whose followers 
would, after his death, transform not just the Middle East but 
the world itself.The third monotheistic faith, Islam, was born. 



MUHAMMAD ANDTHE DAWN 

OF ISLAM 

Arabia and the life of the prophet 

Muhammad, the founder of the third and youngest of the 
great three monotheistic faiths and by profession a merchant, 
was born in what is now the Hijaz province of Saudi Arabia in 
around 570 AD. Although the Arabian Peninsula was not the 
centre of any major civilization, as much of it is desert in 
which large-scale living has been impossible until recent 
times, it was a major trading region, visited by merchants and 
others from all around the region and beyond. Goods would 
have come from Europe, Africa, South Asia, and possibly from 
as far afield as East Asia. 

However, a number of the early Arab civilizations, especially 
those not too distant from the sea, were not without signifi¬ 
cance. Many peoples, especially the Ethiopians, have claimed 
links to the Queen of Sheba, from whom Hailie Selassie, the last 
Emperor of Ethiopia, maintained he was descended. But the 
story of that Queen (known as Bilqis in Arabic) probably derived 
from centuries-old Ethiopian-Arab trading connections before 
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Arabia turned to Islam. In all likelihood she was the ruler of the 
ancient Sheba, or Saba, now in Yemen, a civilization that went 
back to the eighth century BC or even earlier, and whose 
splendid artefacts were on show at the British Museum in 2002. 
In the Helleno-Roman period, the Nabataeans, an Arab tribe 
from present-day Jordan, rose to prominence.Their city of Petra, 
now in south-west Jordan, is a world-famous archaeological site 
and even appears in western popular culture, in stories from 
Tintin in the Land of Black Gold to Indiana Jones and the Last 
Crusade. Arabia, therefore, was no backwater. 

By Muhammad’s time, the two great monotheistic faiths of 
the Middle East were already well represented in the region by 
significant Christian and Jewish minorities. Yet most Arabs 
were still polytheists of some kind or another, with a number 
of local pagan cults centred on Mecca, where goddess worship 
had existed for a long time. (The names of three of these — 
al-Lat, al-Uzza and Manat — have come down to us in what are 
called the Satanic Verses of the Quran.) As the Cambridge and 
Princeton academic Michael Cook has written, had a sixth- 
century commentator been forecasting how the Arabian 
Peninsula would have turned out in the seventh, they might 
have predicted a conversion to some form of Christianity 
rather than the dramatic emergence of a new faith and global 
superpower. 

Not all the Arabian Christians were Orthodox, however, 
and this might have had an impact on the formation of later 
Islamic doctrine. The Ethiopian Church, for example, has 
remained what is called Monophysite, which means that it 
does not fully recognize the simultaneous full humanity and 
divinity of Jesus Christ as does mainstream Christianity in all 
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persuasions. So Muhammad might have been more familiar 
with these minorities rather than the majority Catholic or 
Greek Orthodox forms of the faith. Not only that, but Judaism 
was very keen to insist that God is one — thereby rejecting the 
Christian doctrine of the Trinity — and since Islam does the 
same, it is also quite possible that this too influenced 
Muhammad as he picked up monotheistic beliefs. 

As already mentioned, around AD 600, the centuries-long 
war between the Roman/Byzantine Empire, and that of 
Persia, was slowly petering out, with both societies exhausted 
by so prolonged a conflict.The Byzantines were actively perse¬ 
cuting minority Christian groups, many of which lived in the 
Middle East. Various client states ringed the edges of Arabia, 
one loyal to the Byzantines, the other to their Sassanid rivals. 

According to Muslim history, the first of the revelations to 
Muhammad came in AD 610 in the form of a request delivered 
via Jabril (known as the Archangel Gabriel to Jews and 
Christians) to recite a message from God. Muhammad 
continued to have such messages for the remaining twenty-two 
years of his life. As with the early Christian church, the number 
of disciples grew by word of mouth, a loyal band of followers 
began to emerge, and by 615, five years after his early revela¬ 
tions, Muhammad had built up a steady flow of followers. But 
this alienated some of the more powerful members of the 
Quraysh tribe, from which he came. Some of his followers were 
forced to flee as far away as Ethiopia, and from 620 onwards, 
Muhammad was in negotiations with a nearby town then 
called Yathrib about taking refuge in it. In 622 they agreed to 
receive him, and he fled there with his followers, in what we 
now call the hegira or hijra, and it is from this epochal event 
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that the Islamic calendar begins. Yathrib would soon become 
Medina (the city of the Prophet), where Muhammad estab¬ 
lished himself as the secular, military and religious leader of the 
new Islamic community or umma.The early Muslims were also 
to raise funds by attacking enemy caravans. 

Unfortunately for Muhammad, his kinsmen in Mecca still 
resented his growing power, and the effect that the new 
religion inevitably had in reducing the numbers of adherents 
to the old religion in Mecca, and the profits that leading 
townspeople made from its worshippers. This resulted in 
regular military conflict between Medina and Mecca, with a 
major battle narrowly won at Badr in the Arabian peninsula in 
624 by the nascent Islamic community. However, by the end of 
629 the rulers of Mecca had given up the struggle, and 
Muhammad was able to spend the last two years of his life in 
charge of the holy city of Mecca as well as of Medina. 
Eventually all of Arabia, including Mecca itself, came under 
Muhammad’s rule. 

Muhammad had no sons, only a daughter, Fatima, married 
to his (and her) cousin, Ali. No one could succeed him as 
Prophet. There were other capacities in which a successor 
could take the leadership of the new Islamic umma, as the 
Golden Age of the Islamic conquests and expansion later 
shows, but it was the four caliphs (literally ‘successor’ in the 
singular in Arabic) who succeeded Muhammad via the 
consensus. They became known as the Rashidun , or Rightly 
Guided Caliphs by the reckoning of the 85 per cent Sunni 
majority of Muslims today. 

The first Caliph, Abu Bakr, reigned for only two years, until 
634, and was the only one to die peacefully, since internal 
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disputes became evident early on. He in turn was succeeded 
by Omar, under whom the rapid expansion began, first with 
the conquest of Egypt (following the Battle of Yarmuk in 
636), then Palestine and present-day Iran after the Battle of 
Qadisayah in 637. He was murdered in 644, and was succeeded 
by Uthman under whom the Caliphate extended further to 
the easternmost part of today’s Iran and to the borders of 
Central Asia in the East and northern Africa in the West. 

These successes saw a permanent withdrawal of the 
Byzantines from what was then the Holy Land; after Yarmuk, 
the Byzantine Emperors were never able to regain the lost 
territory, and by 751 the Iranian Empire had been vanquished. 
Uthman, in turn, was murdered in 656, when he was 
succeeded by Muhammad’s son-in-law, Ali. Under Ali there 
was a civil war, with Ali being assassinated in 661. 


The evolution of the Quran 

The Quran remains the main source of inspiration and 
instructions for Muslims today, of whatever variety. Islamic 
scholars divide it into those passages delivered to Muhammad 
in Mecca, which are often more poetic or spiritual, and those 
when he was a ruler in Medina, and which are more down to 
earth. From it derives God-given law, or sharia, which is still 
today the official law code of Islamic countries such as Saudi 
Arabia. Man-made justice, fiqh, exists, but does not carry the 
same weight. 

As to the Quran’s evolution, since the text was finalized after 
Muhammad’s death in the reigns of the Rightly Guided 
Caliphs, it is not possible to know for sure what revelation came 




MUHAMMAD ANDTHE DAWN OF ISLAM 


71 


when. The Quran is a completely different book from the 
Jewish and Christian parts of the Bible. Taking Islamic 
chronology as correct (which ‘revisionist’ authors such as 
Michael Cook and the Cambridge academic Patricia Crone 
would not), the whole corpus was written over the course of 
just those twenty-two years.The Bible, however, was composed, 
by both conservative and liberal accounts, over centuries. It has 
sixty-six books, almost as many authors, and was put together in 
many languages. It is consecutive, and gives, for example, the 
lives of Abraham, Moses, David and Jesus sequentially, from their 
beginning to their end. There are different genres — historical 
narrative, poetry, prophecy, and teaching — often with particular 
books specializing in one form or another. 

None of this is true of the Quran. One cannot, for example, 
deduce anything about Muhammad’s life from it, since he 
scarcely appears. The different genres are all interwoven, with 
themes appearing in different places. (The index in the Penguin 
Classic Quran is very helpful here for those for whom the text is 
unfamiliar, although no translation is ever valid in Islamic eyes). 
The only acceptable version is the Arabic original, with the 
diacritical marks finalized some years after Muhammad’s death. 

Inevitably non-Muslims will find there are parts of the 
Quran they cannnot accept. However, this should not preclude 
accepting a large part of Islamic tradition as historically true; 
furthermore the substantial amount that is persuasive in the 
works of revisionists, such as Cook and Crone, is no reason to 
upturn centuries of deeply held Islamic traditions on what 
happened and when. This is regardless of whether or not we 
believe Islam to be spiritually true, which is an altogether 
different matter beyond the scope of this book. 
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The faithful, of all kinds, will of course have their own 
views. I have in the past been in trouble from Christian 
scholars who, in rejecting Islam, also reject that, for example, 
Muhammad really was born in 570. Yet there is nothing to 
suggest that the Islamic tradition on Muhammad’s dates is 
wrong. Where Crone and Cook have a good case is that very 
few documents from the dawn of Islam actually survive.This is 
indeed so, but as to the historicity of when the Quran was 
written, there is no reason to prevent an early date unless 
evidence appears to the contrary. 

The Quran is only canonical in its original language, Arabic, 
and is thus not written in the language of most Muslims today, 
who speak a much later and more popular form of Arabic that 
is often a local variety of the classical original. Classic Arabic is 
much older, for example, than the language of the King James 
(or Authorized) Version of the Bible, but because of the insis¬ 
tence in the Muslim world that only the original version is 
canonical, its style of classic Arabic has become the accepted 
version throughout the Arab world. To the non-Arab Muslim 
majority — we need to remember that most Muslims live in 
countries such as India, Indonesia, Malaysia, and Central Asia - 
the Quran is in a foreign language. 

The Quran’s structure — the largest suras, or groups of 
verses, first and the shortest ones last (a problem that a good 
index can help solve) — means it is not easy to read straight 
through, although extended study does provide a fairly basic 
knowledge of Islamic doctrine by the time the end is 
reached. 

However, to many Muslims its directness is an advantage - 
the doctrines in it are clear and presented in a way that still 
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appeals to increasing millions of people worldwide as Islam, 
like Christianity, remains firmly in expansion mode. In Islam 
the great debates, have historically been around issues such as 
whether or not the Quran always pre-existed in eternity with 
Allah, or whether there was a moment at which it was created. 

Next to the Quran itself are the Hadith, or recorded non- 
Quranic sayings of the Prophet. Here, the two main varieties 
of Islam possess different Hadith, depending upon whom they 
regard as authoritative in passing them on. All Hadith always 
give their source, which, writers such as Michael Cook 
explain, indicate their original oral history. Finally comes the 
sunna, or the example of the life of Muhammad — and it is 
from this word that the 85 per cent majority of today’s 
Muslims, the Sunni, derive their name. 

(This percentage of 85 per cent Sunni and 15 per cent 
Shiite is also the one quoted in most newspapers and 
scholarly journals. The reasons for this split will be examined 
later). 

Notwithstanding the various schools of Islamic interpre¬ 
tation, the main thing to remember is that Muhammad was, 
unlike Jesus and Abraham, creating a state as well as a religious 
belief system, and that Islam therefore reflects that. Christians 
often live in countries where they are not in charge, or are 
actively persecuted, but, as Bernard Lewis points out, that has 
not been the case with most Muslims until very recent times. 

(It is true that the Children of Israel became a state, many 
centuries after they began, and that books of the Bible such as 
Deuteronomy demonstrate that. But statehood was not instan¬ 
taneous, as it was in Islam — and most Jews have not lived in a 
Jewish state for millennia. The Torah is not the law of Israel, 
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nor the Ten Commandments of any country, however 
Christian). 

Muhammad did not think he was founding a new religion. 
For him, Islam (which literally means ‘submission’) was the 
final revelation of God, and he, Muhammad, was the final 
Prophet. Certainly the idea of the oneness and unity of God is 
as strong in Islam as it is in Judaism, although the Quran does 
not understand the Christian Trinity. It holds that the Trinity is 
God the Father, God the Son and Mary, whereas Christians 
hold that it is the first two, with God the Holy Sprit as the 
third member. 

Patricia Crone has speculated in The Cambridge History of the 
Islamic World that early Islam was deeply influenced by Judaism. 
Many leading characters in the Hebrew Scriptures appear in 
the Quran, with Arabic names, such as Adam, Moses, Aaron, 
David, Solomon and the Queen of Sheba (who was from the 
Arabian Peninsula) to name just a few. The well-known Arab 
Caliph, Harun al-Rashid, of 1001 Nights fame, has the same 
name in Arabic as Moses’ brother, Aaron in the Hebrew 
Scriptures when translated into Arabic, namely Aaron the 
Wise. Suleiman the Magnificent, the illustrious Ottoman 
Sultan, is Solomon when translated from the Arabic back into 
the original Hebrew. 

However, the stories are often different in the Quran from 
the earlier version in the Hebrew Scriptures; for example in 
the former, Abraham nearly sacrifices Ishmael, from whom 
Arabs claim descent, rather than Isaac. Muslims would argue 
that the Jews (and later on the Christians) got the details 
wrong, and, needless to say, Jews and Christians would argue 
to the contrary. 



MUHAMMAD ANDTHE DAWN OF ISLAM 


75 


At this distance the exact legacy of one faith to another is 
hard to prove, even though Patricia Crone has considerable 
validity in what she is writing. Paul Johnson, for example, in 
his A History of the Jews also sees Islam as an offshoot of 
Judaism, and there remains a very good case for this as a 
workable hypothesis. 


Islam’s five pillars and jihad 

Islam has five pillars upon which all Muslims agree. The first is 
the statement made upon conversion, the second is prayer, the 
third is alms-giving, the fourth is fasting (particularly during 
the holy month of Ramadan) and the fifth is the pilgrimage to 
Mecca. 

However, from the seventh-century Kharijites — a group 
who felt that any doctrinal compromise was wrong — to 
twenty-first century fanatics, there is a controversial sixth 
pillar, that such people would add.This is jihad. 

Jihad means different things to different Muslims, and has 
also, some would argue, changed meaning over time. Like 
Muhammad himself and as with the Crusades, the concept of 
jihad has become a political football in the debate on what 
Islam is really like. Those who would defend Islam as a genuine 
religion of peace take one interpretation, and those who 
would declare war on the infidel West, and those Muslims not 
of their own opinion, would interpret this term very differ¬ 
ently: with violence. 

According to an early Hadith, Muhammad distinguished 
between the Greater Jihad, namely the internal struggle for a 
Muslims to lead a more holy life (akin to the Christian 
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concept of sanctification) and the Lesser Jihad, or holy war, 
taken in the name of God against infidels. 

Bernard Lewis and others are surely right to say that the 
original concept of the word — warfare in Gods name - was 
the prevalent early meaning. Not only was Muhammad a 
conqueror but his successors, the Caliphs, embarked on a 
massive campaign of global conquest after his death. 
Furthermore, interpreters such as Ibn Taymiyya in the four¬ 
teenth century also took this view. However, over the course 
of time many Muslims clearly decided that the Greater Jihad - 
non-violent inner struggle — was the essential real meaning of 
the term. 

This is what Akbar Ahmed argues in his books Islam Today 
and Discovering Islam , and American academic John Esposito 
in Islam:The Straight Path. Some commentators such as David 
Pryce-Jones and Daniel Pipes will not accept this, and neither 
of course do those radical Muslims for whom the first century 
of Islam remains an inviolate role model. Nor, as Pipes 
pointed out in 2002, is there any academic consensus on the 
matter. It is a shame that in many books there is no via media, 
or area of grey, with religious belief being seen as either as 
perfect or as perfidious. Once more, readers will have to judge 
for themselves. 


Islam: wider issues 

With Muhammad, as with Abraham the original Jew, and Jesus 
Christ the founder of Christianity, the same issue presents itself 
— no independent narratives of his life exist outside of the texts 
of the religion that he inspired. In Muhammad’s case the 
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difficulty is greater, because, unlike the Hebrew Scriptures or 
the Christian New Testament, the Quran does not refer directly 
to the life of the Prophet Muhammad himself. Piecing together 
his life is thus problematic, since not even Muslim sources tell 
us a great deal about his life before he began receiving what he 
believed to be revelations from God. As Jonathan Bloom and 
Sheila Blair say in their book (and acclaimed TV series of the 
same name in the USA), Islam: A Thousand Years of Faith and 
Power , Tittle is known about the early life of Muhammad, and 
most of it has been embellished by later retellings.’ 

Speculation about Muhammad can even be dangerous. 
With Christianity, the Church has not persecuted for 
centuries. In Judaism, the modern Reform version has existed 
equally peacefully with the more conservative Orthodox vari¬ 
eties. But Islam is still, in many parts of the world, a state-linked 
faith where heterodox opinions can lead to death, persecution 
or exile in some countries, such as Saudi Arabia, even today. 

As a result, many of the critics of traditional Islam have been 
outsiders, such as Patricia Crone. Her book, Hagarism, jointly 
written with Michael Cook, takes the same view of the origins 
of Islam as a myth that many similar commentators do of the 
existence of characters such as Abraham or Moses. It is 
however a minority view, as the book admits. The best-known 
internal critic, Ibn Warraq, the author of commentaries on the 
text of the Quran, has had to write under a pseudonym for fear 
of what would happen to him and his family if his true identity 
became known. 

(Michael Cook has written two popular works on the 
origins of Islam — Muhammad and The Koran: A Very Short 
Introduction. The books by writer Karen Armstrong, such as 
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A History of God would be more representative of Western 
thinking. But to be fair, as Cook points out, heterodox opinion 
in the Islamic world can lead to death threats. This has 
occurred recently, when the Egyptian scholar Abu Zayd had to 
flee for his life for expressing views on the Quran that would 
be considered normal if applied to the Bible in Divinity 
faculties in the West. The same became notoriously true in the 
West when the novelist Salman Rushdie wrote The Satanic 
Verses , a work considered highly blasphemous across the entire 
Islamic world and which led the Iranian leader, Ayatollah 
Khomeini, to sentence Rushdie to death.) 

Ironically, conservative Muslims often quote from theologi¬ 
cally liberal Western New Testament scholars to attack 
Christianity, while not allowing that kind of dissent about the 
Quran. However equally theologically traditional Christian 
scholars will quote from Abu Zayd and Ibn Warraq on the 
Quran, while disliking redaction criticism of the Bible. 

Even a well-known apologists for moderate but theologi¬ 
cally conservative Islam, like Akbar Ahmed, has come under far 
more attack from hard-liners on his own side, despite his 
defence of the Muslim faith to worldwide audiences in the 
West. (Ahmed also points out in Islam Under Siege that to refer 
to Muslim fundamentalists is misleading. In a theological sense, 
most Muslims are fundamentalist, but equally the majority is 
also strongly opposed to both violence and fanaticism). 

Unfortunately, discussion on Islam has also become 
embroiled in the culture wars in the USA, with the neo¬ 
conservatives now attacking Muhammad in a very personal 
way. This is particularly unhelpful, since civilized discussion is 
highly desirable in an era in which religious terrorism has sadly 
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become a major issue of our time. Mutual understanding is 
surely preferable to trading insults. 

A classic example of this is the success of a recent book, The 
Politically Incorrect Guide to Islam (and the Crusades), whose title 
reveals a great deal. Such polemics only increase heat between 
Muslims and the rest of the world, with the unfortunate 
consequences that are all around us. As will be argued later, the 
Crusades were a complete disaster from a Western, let alone an 
Islamic, point of view, and to defend such past activities only 
stokes the fires of discord. 

Islam, an unknown commentator once remarked, is the 
only major global religion founded by a businessman. While 
that is a good description of Muhammad’s career as a 
successful merchant before the new faith began, that is not 
how Muslims would see it. 

Like Abraham, Muhammad never proclaimed himself to be 
divine. Also like Abraham, he found himself a monotheist in a 
society in which polytheism was the tribal norm. In both cases 
each man felt God speaking to him, revealing a direct message 
that was not just to an individual, but with major conse¬ 
quences down the centuries. 

Unlike Abraham, however, the revelations were not just to 
Muhammad and his descendants, but to all those who would 
listen, regardless of their ethnic origins. This is similar to 
Christianity and the message of Jesus. Here too Islam starts to 
diverge radically from both Christianity and Judaism, as several 
writers have pointed out. Neither Judaism nor Christianity has 
political or military origins. The first 400 years of Judaism saw 
the children of Israel as slaves in Egypt. For its first three 
centuries, Christianity was an illegal, persecuted faith. Islam 
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however was both a political entity and military force right 
from the beginning. 

The consequences of this radically different origin of Islam 
have had consequences down to our own times. Judaism was 
finally separated, for all intents and purposes, from its original 
kingdom in the first century AD, although the process had 
started long before that. It therefore developed as a religion 
quite independent of state power and continued so to do until 
the creation of the Israeli State in 1948. Yet even now, most 
Jews continue to live outside Israel, and some parts of the faith 
— notably the ultra-conservative Hasidic Jews — reject the very 
concept of a Jewish state until the Messiah has returned. 

There are still countries where Christianity remains the 
state religion. But as we shall see, from the seventeenth century 
onwards the links between Church and state became looser, 
with toleration given firstly to Christians who did not belong 
to the official Church, and, later on, to those of other beliefs 
and none at all.This is a split that has yet to take place in many 
Muslim countries, and the origins of this issue go right back to 
the creation of Islam itself. 

It is the combination of religion and political power, and the 
role that the state plays in relation to religion and religious 
practice, that demarks Islam from Christianity and Judaism. 
Jews were under alien rule from the eighth century BC 
onwards and the Christians, as we saw, were persecuted for 
their first 300 years, and have, in the West, long ceased to make 
religious adherence compulsory. But it is not the same with 
Islam, and this key differential today makes it hard for Muslims, 
principally those in the West, to be under the rule of those 
who do not accept the Islamic faith. 
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Western writers usually put it in terms of there being no 
church—state distinction in Islam. While true of the Jewish 
kingdoms and of Christianity in much of its history, such a lack 
of distinction is a result of history in these two faiths rather 
than being inbuilt from the very beginning. Islam has, in that 
sense, always been a religion of state power, with no 
political/religious divide.This is why the loss of such power to 
the Europeans in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries has 
been so traumatic, as the final chapter will show. (The same 
applies too to Muslims living in the West, outside of the 
domain of Islamic law). 
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Sunni and Shia 

In ad 661 Ali, the last of the Rashidutt , was assassinated - the 
third to meet a violent end.To his supporters, however, Ali was 
the first Imam, the lawful successor of the Prophet. 

The new ruler was Muawiyya, of the Umayyad clan, one of 
the families that had originally opposed Muhammad when 
Islam had first begun. Muawiyya was the Governor of Syria, 
and moved his capital to Damascus from Mecca, where it 
remained as long as his family retained the Caliphal title. 
Although from the same family as the Caliph Uthman, he was 
not a relation of Muhammad, which would soon become very 
important. 

The new Caliph used many Christians both in his army, and 
in his administration. But the Umayyads in general showed 
strong favouritism to their fellow Arabs, and most have not 
been well regarded by traditional Islamic historians. 

When Muawiyya died in 680, war broke out again. Ali s 
elder son Hassan had never made a serious play for power, but 
the second son, Hussein, was determined to seize the 
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Caliphate that he believed was rightly his. However, his 
attempt proved short-lived. Unable to garner more than a 
small following when his meagre army and a much larger 
opposition loyal to the Umayyads met at Karbala in that same 
year, Hussein and his followers were all killed. 

Thus 680 is one of the most important dates in Islamic 
history, since it marks the beginning of a split that has lasted to 
this day. Hussein — reckoned to be the third Imam by his 
followers - was the leader of the Ali faction. This in Arabic is 
the Shia’t Ali , now known as the Shia, and its adherents as 
Shiites. Today Shiite Islam is thought of as predominantly 
Iranian, but historically this is false, since the original group 
was Arabic, and remains so in majority Shiite Iraq today. 

Hussein’s death was a source of great sorrow for his 
disciples, and, ever since, the martyrdom of Hussein has been 
one of the major festivals in the Shiite world. Today, when men 
are seen flagellating themselves through the streets, it should be 
remembered that this is a ceremony endorsed by only 15 per 
cent of contemporary Muslims, the proportion of the Islamic 
world today that is Shiite. Martyrdom has been a major part of 
Shiite thinking throughout history, and the mentality of an 
oppressed minority still pervades Shiite Islam. To the majority 
of Shia there were nine further Imams, (specially anointed 
successors of the Prophet), the last of whom disappeared in the 
early Middle Ages, and whose return is still awaited by Shiites 
even still. (Three plus nine is twelve, making up Twelver Shiite 
Islam, in which Iran is the major country.) Other Shiites recog¬ 
nized different successors from the same family, the best-known 
group today being the Ismailis, who follow the Agha Khan, and 
who recognize five Imams in the line of descent. 




84 


THE GOLDEN AGE OF ISLAM 


To the Shia, the Imams were perfect in their interpretation 
of the Quran. After the last Imam disappeared, legal scholars 
emerged who could interpret the sacred texts correctly. As a 
result, while there are formally no clergy in Shia Islam, those 
who do interpret the law have a greater prestige and role in 
Shiite thinking than their equivalents do with the Sunni 
majority. There is thus no equivalent in Sunni Islam of an 
Ayatollah or‘person of veneration’ to use the literal term. This 
means that when we refer to Islamic clergy, we are wrong in 
many senses to use the word when applied to Sunni Muslims, 
for whom an Imam is simply the legal scholar at the local 
mosque. But while it is technically also inaccurate in Shiite 
Islam, their scholars are far closer to the role of the clergy that 
we have in the West. 

Furthermore, while ijtihad remains discouraged or even 
outlawed among the 85 per cent Sunni majority, this is not the 
case in Shiite Islam. Thus writers such as MiltonViorst, author 
of In the Shadow of the Prophet , argue that Shiites, who await the 
return of the twelfth Imam, are more forward looking and 
open to change. On the other hand, Viorst thinks the Sunni 
majority, for whom things are immutable, are more stuck in 
the past. While it is not possible to generalize, there is enough 
that is correct in such an interpretation to make a difference in 
the two forms of Islam today. 

The late Ayatollah Khomeini of Iran tried to present 
himself as simply a Muslim, in order that the radical Islamic 
version of revolution would spill over into predominantly 
Sunni Muslim countries.There is a case for saying that further 
doctrinal differences between Sunni and Shiite Islam, other 
than the key one just mentioned, are in fact small. But perhaps 
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the key difference is that because Shiite Islam was mainly a 
minority version for so long — except under the Fatimid 
Caliphs in Cairo — its mentality was therefore different 
because Shiites often had to hide their faith. (The idea of 
keeping Shiite Islam private in fact became legitimate in 
Shiite doctrine). In addition the cult of martyrdom, so 
powerful in countries such as Iraq and Iran today, is unknown 
in mainstream Sunni Islam. So while the doctrinal differences 
may indeed not be profound, there is a very good case for 
saying that the mentality of Shiites and Sunnis is therefore 
subtly different. 

With the defeat of Hussein, the Umayyad Caliphate became 
hereditary. This was never officially decreed as Islamic 
doctrine, but it remained the case until the Caliphate was abol¬ 
ished in 1924. Since the first four Caliphs had been chosen by 
consensus, this was a major break and proof that the Muslims 
were becoming more like the hereditary monarchs in neigh¬ 
bouring states and the dynasty of the Sassanian shahs, which 
they had removed by 651 in Iran. 

The one Umayyad Caliph who has earned the respect of 
Arab historians was Abd al-Malik, who reigned from 685 to 
705. It was he who made Arabic the formal language of the 
Caliphate, introduced a proper Islamic currency, and reor¬ 
ganized the tax system, all major contributions to the stability 
of the new and ever growing regime. He spread the lands of 
the Caliphate yet further still. In this instance, Islamic forces 
slowly but surely were able to take what is now north-west 
Africa, the Maghreb, including the lands lived in by the 
Berber peoples, a non-Arab group. Eventually between the 
late seventh and early eighth centuries they reached the 
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Atlantic.The Berbers, who converted over time to Islam, were 
to become the shock troops of the Islamic conquest and 
subsequent retention of Spain, just to their north. An empire 
thus came into being which stretched from what is now 
Morocco in the West to Pakistan in the East, and as far as 
Central Asia to the borders of Tang dynasty China, thus 
making the Umayyad territory one of the largest single 
domains in history. 

Six years after Abd al-Malik’s death in 711, the Muslim 
commander Tariq (after whom Gibraltar - the mountain of 
Tariq — is named) invaded Spain, notionally to help a Vandal 
commander defeat his local enemies. Spain had been ruled for 
just under three centuries by the originally Germanic Vandals 
after the fall of the Roman Empire in the West, but the regime 
was swiftly conquered by the invading Muslim armies. By the 
730s, nearly all of Spain had been conquered. The Islamic 
armies then ventured, this time with less success, into southern 
France. Narbonne and the surrounding region were briefly 
under Muslim rule, but this was not to prove permanent. 

The Islamic incursions continued until 732. That year, a 
Frankish army under Charles Martel was finally able to stop 
them at the Battle of Tours, which took place somewhere 
between Poitiers and Tours. In retrospect, this proved to be one 
of the most important battles in history, since it prevented 
further Islamic expansion into Frankish territory, and what 
might well otherwise have been a Muslim conquest of 
Western Europe. 

Spain became Andalus, the land of the Vandals — now 
Andalucia. This part of the empire soon gained independence, 
and would become, under its branch of the Umayyads (founded 
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by Abd’al-Rahman, who escaped the fall of the Umayyad 
dynasty in 750) and the Almohad and Almoravid Berber 
dynasties, the most enlightened of all the Arab territories. 

(The contemplation of how history might have been 
different is now called counter-factual history, and usually 
involves discussion of what would have happened, say, if Hitler 
had won the Second World War, or if the Confederates had 
managed to beat the Federal forces in the American Civil War. 
Such thinking goes back centuries, and one of the first people 
to propose alternative endings was the eighteenth-century 
historian Edward Gibbon. In writing of the Battle of Tours he 
reflected as an Oxford man that the dreaming spires and 
churches of his own time could well have been the minarets of 
Oxford instead. Had that been the case, Gibbon wrote, it 
would have been the Quran that was studied in the halls of the 
University rather than the Bible.) 

By the late 740s, the Umayyads were losing their hold on the 
Caliphate. Different groups arose, some of them Shiite, and 
others from the east, from present-day Iran. In 750 there was a 
coup, which resulted in one of the descendants of Muhammad’s 
uncle, Abu’l Abbas as-Saffah, ascending the Caliphal throne. 
The dynasty he founded was called the Abbasids, and was to 
prove more long-lasting, reigning in the new capital, Baghdad, 
until 1258, and then, notionally, in Cairo until 1517. 

The new Caliph, Abu Jafar al-Mansur, immediately executed 
the general who helped him to gain power — there were to be 
no rivals. Despite the dominance of the Abbasids there is a 
famous Umayyad monument that resonates with us still — the 
Dome of the Rock mosque in Jerusalem, where the 2000 
intifada began with the provocative walk taken there by the 
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Israeli politician Ariel Sharon. The site, revered by both 
Muslims and Jews, is where Jews believe that Abraham nearly 
sacrificed Isaac, and Muslims believe that Ishmael was nearly 
the sacrificial victim instead. As a result the whole area remains 
a major source of contention between Muslims, who want to 
keep it, and ultra-religious Jews, who want the space back since 
it is next door to the original site of King Solomon s temple. 

As Arthur Goldschmidt Jr. in his A Concise History of the 
Middle East puts it, such grand architecture was a sign that the 
Muslims were here to stay. Mansur s influence can be seen in 
the building of the new capital, Baghdad, effectively from 
scratch - while it was near ancient cities such as Babylon, it 
had been a small town before the Abbasids turned it into a 
major imperial metropolis, nearer the heartland of Abbasid 
power towards the East. Although Arabic was the official 
language, the ethnic advantage that Arabs had enjoyed now 
disappeared, with Persians becoming increasingly important 
both in running the Empire, and culturally. 

The best known of Mansur’s successors was Harun al- 
Rashid, or Aaron the Wise, in translation, the legendary Caliph 
of the 1001 Nights, and one of the ablest of the Abbasids. 
Paradoxically, under him, the Caliphs themselves became less 
powerful as they began to rely increasingly on bureaucratic 
dynasties, often of Persian origin. Among these were the 
Barmakids, the wazirs , or more familiarly the viziers, a term 
which came to mean a senior official in Muslim Countries. 
Persian influence increased still further when, after a civil war, 
Harun’s half-Persian son, Mamun, became Caliph, reigning 
from 813—833. Mamun was one of the major patrons of 
learning, when he established the Bayt al-Hikmah , the House 
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of Wisdom. It is for discoveries in the realm of science, 
medicine and philosophy that the Abbasid Caliphate is rightly 
known as the Golden Age of Islam. 

From the Arab Renaissance to Fatimids and 
Turks 

Many eminent Arab physicians and philosophers (with the 
two categories often overlapping) became well known in the 
West. The Arabs not only preserved much ancient Greek 
knowledge but, crucially, improved upon it. At this stage in 
Islamic history, enormous amounts of Western works were 
translated, and then used and updated by Islamic scholars. 

To take a few examples from medicine: Rhazes (more 
correctly al-Razi, 865-923), Avicenna (Ibn Sina, 980—1037), 
and the two Andalusians, Avenzoar (Ibn Zuhr, c. 1091—1162) 
and Averroes (Ibn Rushd, 1126—1204) not only translated 
Greek works, but came up with innovative medical discov¬ 
eries. As a result of what they found, these innovations, when 
in turn introduced to Europe, transformed medicine. Not only 
that, they led the way until the much later discoveries of the 
seventeenth century. 

Furthermore, as Ahmad Dallal points out in his chapter on 
science and medicine in The Oxford History of Islam , many of 
the original documents are no longer extant, so the actual 
discoveries of these physician philosophers was almost certainly 
greater than we realize. Al-Razi s known magnum opus, the al- 
Hannfi al-Tibb (The Comprehensive Book on Medicine) runs 
to no fewer than twenty-three volumes, and this is an incom¬ 
plete edition. He was an expert on therapeutics, and was able to 
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criticize the ancient authority, Galen, on several clinical issues. 
Al-Razi in turn was superseded by Ibn Sina, whose masterwork 
was al-Qanun ft al-Tibb (The Canon of Medicine), a definitive 
text on anatomy, physiology, pathology, and the treatment of 
disease. Another specialist, al-Nafis from Syria (d. 1288) 
discovered the minor circulation of the blood, again long 
before it became established knowledge in the West. 

As well as medicine, Islamic mathematics was also both vital 
and permanent in its effect. As mentioned in the introduction, 
we refer to Arabic numerals; although these actually originate 
in India, it was through the Arabs that we received them, 
thereby transforming Western mathematics as well with a 
system of numbers far superior to that used by the ancient 
Romans. In particular, because the Islamic world spread so far, 
from Spain to Central Asia, it was easier for knowledge to 
spread widely and be discussed by experts over great 
geographical distances. 

In astronomy, Francis Robinson shows (in The Cambridge 
Illustrated History of the Islamic World), that the Arabs soon 
realized that the Ptolemaic calculations dominant in the West 
(and with which Galileo also disagreed, centuries later, to his 
. cost), were seriously flawed. As early as the twelfth-century 
Islamic scientists in Al-Andalus and northern Africa had 
already established that the earth goes around the sun, and not 
the other way around as was still believed in Europe. While 
many of the names of constellations that we use are from 
Greek or Roman times, the star names, such as Aldabran, are 
Arabic. 

The Arabs, Robinson points out, were experts in compu¬ 
tation and number theory, one of the leading experts being 
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from Central Asia, al-Biruni, who died in 1046. He was able to 
solve the so-called chessboard problem. A ruler asked him the 
amount of grain which would equal the number of grains 
arranged on a chessboard, placed in such a way that there 
would be one on the first square, two in the second, four in the 
third, and so on, up to the full sixty-four squares.To the ruler s 
astonishment, he realized, when al-Biruni explained the 
answer, that there would not be enough grains left in his entire 
kingdom! (The answer is 18,446,744,073,709,551,615 
grains!) 

A major breakthrough in calculation was made by al- 
Uqlidisi in 950, when he invented the fraction, making precise 
mathematical solutions much more attainable. As mentioned 
in the introduction, algebra is an Arabic discipline, the word 
itself derived from al-jabr (restoration). The inventor of this 
subject was the great the ninth-century mathematician, al- 
Khwarazmi, from whose name the word algorithm is derived. 

One of the great mysteries Robinson raises is why the 
golden age of Islamic discovery came to an end. Like other 
writers, he concludes that the kind of knowledge they were 
discovering was, ultimately, incompatible with a Quranic 
world view around which everything had to revolve. He also 
reminds us that the Chinese similarly spent many centuries far 
in advance of the West, and then went backwards. It is 
therefore inaccurate to call it a uniquely Islamic problem, 
since culturally and spiritually the Arabs and Chinese were 
and are completely different. Perhaps, as Robinson suggests, 
the real mystery is why the Europeans, once they finally estab¬ 
lished their lead centuries later, were able to go on and 
maintain it. This is a continuing debate — even in newspapers, 
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with an article appearing in the Guardian on 26 May 2006 by 
the eminent European scholar Timothy Garton Ash that 
discussed this very issue - but without a consensus being 
reached. As Garton Ash mentions, the smaller scale of West 
European states, in comparison to the large Caliphate, and 
then Ottoman Empire in the Middle East, and Balkans (in the 
latter case), might be a key cause. But as he admits, even then 
we cannot be certain. 

By the middle of the tenth century the actual as opposed to 
nominal power of the Abbasids themselves was beginning to 
fade. In 945 a Turkic family, the Buyids, seized power in 
Baghdad, and retained it for many years. The Buyids were 
Shiite, but allowed the Sunni Abbasid dynasty to remain in 
titular authority, thereby not disrupting the delicate balance of 
power within the empire. 

The Buyids, however, did not control as much territory as 
the Abbasids did at the height of their rule. Egypt moved in 
and out of their direct sovereignty, with the rise of the 
Mamluks, slave soldiers (literally ‘owned people’) taken 
initially from what is now the Caucasus in the late ninth 
century by the Abbasid Caliphs with the idea that such soldiers 
would be more loyal to their overlords than ordinary troops. 

The emergence of the Mamluks in Egypt found a parallel in 
the onset of a new Arabic power in North Africa.This was the 
Fatimid dynasty, a Shiite family notionally at least descended 
from Muhammad’s daughter, Fatima. Starting from what is 
now Tunisia, they worked their way eastwards across northern 
Africa, and took Egypt in 969. Here they moved the capital 
from Fustat to the new city of Al-Qahirah, known to us today 
as Cairo. 
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While they were strongly Shiite, and active in evangelizing 
the Shia version of Islam, they did not try forcibly to convert 
their subjects, who remained — as today — overwhelmingly 
Sunni, with a substantial Coptic Christian minority. The 
Fatimids built the Al-Azhar Mosque in 972, which, along with 
the university, remains one of the most revered centres of 
Muslim faith in the Middle East, albeit now Sunni not Shiite. 

In parallel with the rise of the Fatimids came increasing 
incursions by the Turks. Originally a fringe people on the 
outskirts of the Caliphate, as time progressed they began to 
edge ever nearer to the heartland. While some — notably the 
Khazars, who converted to Judaism — were of varying reli¬ 
gions, the main bulk of the Turkic peoples converted to Islam, 
an event that would in time alter forever the nature of Islamic 
rule. In around 1040 one group, the Seljuk Turks, named after 
an able Turkish chieftain who converted to Islam in 956, 
successfully invaded Syria and Mesopotamia (present-day 
Iraq). In 1045 they captured Baghdad, but once again the 
Abbasid Caliphs were permitted to stay on as nominal heads of 
state. The Seljuk rulers called themselves Sultans, and when 
their Turkic cousins, the Ottomans, came to power in later 
centuries, that was the title they used for themselves. And after 
1517 they also used the title of Caliph. 

It was this internal conflict — the Seljuk occupation of the 
Abbasid Caliphate, and the Fatimid occupation of Egypt that 
would form the backdrop to the Crusades. Between then and 
the arrival of the Crusaders 130 years later, the area we now 
call Palestine was in contention between the Fatimid 
Caliphate and the various Seljuk states to the north, with their 
power bases in Syria and Anatolia. This rivalry between Sunni 
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Seljuks and Shiite Fatimids, which no side fully won until 
Saladins conquest of the 1170s, effectively created a power 
vacuum into which the Crusaders were able to move, espe¬ 
cially since neither Muslim side (Seljuk or Fatimid) wanted 
their Islamic rival to control the territory. 
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Manzikert 

Waterloo, Gettysburg, the Somme, and the Battle of the Bulge 
— these great battles are well known around the world. Books 
galore have been written about them, and counter-factual 
historians have had a great time speculating what would have 
happened had they gone the other way - as seen earlier 
regarding the result of the Battle of Tours in 732. 

Yet one of the most important, indeed pivotal, battles ever 
fought is almost entirely unknown in the West, even though it 
affected Europe, and changed the Middle East for ever, with 
consequences right down to the present day. The intifada and 
the atrocities of 9/11 are its direct descendants, yet most people 
today have never heard of it. It is the Battle of Manzikert, 
fought near Lake Van in Armenia in 1071 in which the 
Byzantines, under the Emperor Romanus IV Diogenes, were 
defeated by the SeljukTurks, led by the Sultan Alp-Arslan.This 
was followed by Seljuk conquest of most of Anatolia. Spurred 
by Seljuk raids and incursions into Byzantine-ruled Anatolia, 
Romanus had assembled a large army to re-establish the 



96 


MANZIKERT, CRUSADERS, MONGOLS 


security of the Byzantine Empire’s eastern frontier there. In the 
spring of 1071 he led this army into parts of Turkish-held 
Armenia, entering it along the southern branch of the Upper 
Euphrates River. Near the town of Manzikert (today’s Malazgirt 
in Turkey), he divided his army, which was composed of merce¬ 
naries that included a contingent of Turkmen, sending some 
ahead to secure the fortress of Akhlat on nearby Lake Van and 
taking others with him into Manzikert. Learning of the 
Byzantine foray into his territory, Alp-Arslan hastened to 
Manzikert, where he confronted the emperor’s army. Romanus 
abandoned Manzikert in an attempt to reunite his forces with 
the group besieging Akhlat. Trapped in a valley on the Akhlat 
road, he neglected to send out scouts to assess the enemy’s 
position, and the Turks fell upon him. Romanus fought valiantly 
and might have won if his position had not been weakened by 
treachery within his ranks; his Turkmen troops had gone over to 
the enemy the night before the battle, and one of his generals, 
Andronicus Ducas, perceiving that the cause was lost, fled with 
his men. The Byzantine army was destroyed, and Romanus was 
taken prisoner. 

This Byzantine defeat ushered in an age of Sunni Muslim 
Turkish conquest, that had its finale in the equally Sunni 
Muslim capture of Constantinople by Ottoman Turks in 1453, 
and the end of the 1,100-year-old East Roman Empire, begun 
by Constantine himself back in the fourth century AD. The last 
event in this historical chain was the expulsion of the last 
ethnic Greeks from Asia Minor in 1922. 

The very heartland of the Christian East was now at risk. 
The establishment of the Sultanate of Rum (so named after 
‘Rome’, the name that the Byzantines still gave themselves), a 
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Seljuk Turkish principality in central and eastern Anatolia with 
its capital at Konya, by Suleiman, another Seljuk prince in 
1077, was a direct consequence ofManzikert, as was the large- 
scale settlement in Anatolia of ethnic Turkish nomadic tribes 
who found the area similar to the steppes from which they had 
emigrated. Further, as the Cambridge Medieval History correctly 
puts it, the defeat was one from which the Byzantine Empire 
never recovered. It gave the forces of Islam an advantage that 
they were to continue successfully to pursue for the next five 
centuries, and a momentum that did not fully end until nearly 
700 years later. 

(Following Manzikert, the Armenians were to spend the 
next 900 years under either Turkish or Russian rule, not 
gaining their independence until the 1990s. With the 
Armenians being the victims of the first genocide of the twen¬ 
tieth century, theirs was to be a particularly cruel plight.) 

The consequences of the battle for the inhabitants of the 
Balkans, for example, also became apparent. For instance, the 
effective successors of the Seljuks, the Ottomans, another 
Turkish grouping, were to begin their conquest of the Balkan 
Peninsula as early as the mid-fourteenth century, and rule most 
of the area right up until the twentieth century and their 
defeat in 1918. Parts of the Balkans such as Bosnia and Albania 
remained Muslim after 1918, as we know from the conflict in 
the former Yugoslavia in the 1990s. This too is a result of the 
loss of Byzantine power because of the Seljuk victory over 
the Byzantines in 1071, and recent Balkan history down to the 
Kosovo conflict shows that we live with the consequences of 
Manzikert today. 
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(The Byzantines were also losing their Empire in the West as 
well — 1071 also saw the loss of their last toehold in Italy to 
Norman armies. The failure of Christians in the West to 
support Byzantium against Islam remains a source of anger in 
Orthodox Christian Europe.) 

It was the loss at Manzikert that led the Byzantine Emperor, 
Alexius Comnenus, to seek outside Western help, in an 
attempt to regain the territories now lost to the Turkish 
invaders. Since he asked the Pope, and the Pope passed on the 
request to land-hungry Western nobles, this was soon to prove 
a major mistake. 


The Crusades 

In 638, Caliph Omar had entered Jerusalem, the third holiest 
city in Islam, following only Mecca and Medina in its sanctity, 
ever since Muhammad had experienced visions of the city 
during his time as a prophet. 

The Byzantines had been persecutors, not just of those of 
non-Christian faith, but of many of their fellow Christians as 
well, since only those who signed up fully to the official version 
of Orthodoxy were deemed to be properly Christian. As a 
consequence, the numerous adherents of heterodox forms of 
Christianity in the region applauded the Islamic invasions, since 
Omar did not distinguish between different interpretations. As 
the American author Stephen Glain points out in Dreaming of 
Damascus, Jews and Christians thus warmly welcomed Omar 
into Jerusalem, glad that Byzantine tyranny was over. 

Omar was careful to enter with due humility — another wise 
move — and he declared the monotheists, the Christians and 
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Jews, to be dhimmis , or protected peoples. On the other hand, 
Omar expelled all their co-religionists from the Arabian 
Peninsula itself, including Jews who had lived there for 
centuries. But the Jews of Jerusalem were to find a peaceful 
home there for the next six centuries, until the Crusaders 
came from the West and slaughtered its inhabitants - Jews, 
local varieties of Christians, and Muslims — all alike. 

In Cambridge, a popular tourist destination is the Round 
Church, the circular part of which is contemporary with the 
Crusades, and whose official name is the parish of the Holy 
Sepulchre. (Tour guides who link it to the Knights Templar are 
wrong, however.The original circular building was founded by 
a quite separate and non-military group called the Canons of 
the Holy Sepulchre). Now a heritage centre, it is keen to apol¬ 
ogize to Muslim visitors for the Crusades, and for the acts of 
barbarism committed by its more gruesome participants. At 
many a Muslim-Christian dialogue today, the Islamic side is 
certain to bring up the old chestnut, ‘What about the 
Crusades?’ 

When looking at events at the end of the eleventh century, 
we see that in fact the Crusades should not really have 
happened at all. The Byzantines, worried by their loss at 
Manzikert, asked the West for help. However, Orthodox and 
Catholic Christianity, long separated by doctrinal and political 
issues, had formally separated for good in 1054.The Popes did 
not want to help an Orthodox power, but they were worried 
about the increasing difficulty Catholic pilgrims had in 
reaching Jerusalem. 

Consequently, in 1095, Pope Urban launched a Crusade to 
win back the Holy Land for Christianity.The crowd roared the 
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famous words, ‘Deus lo veult,’ (God wills it!) at Clermont, the 
French town where the Pope proclaimed his message of 
crusade, and the Crusades began. 

Palestine was not the Pope’s to bestow — it had been 
Byzantine territory until 638, with some minor territorial gains 
in the years since then. The Byzantine Emperors had certainly 
not intended a Catholic army to reconquer territory lost over 
400 years earlier. But this is what now happened, with Antioch 
in Syria captured in 1098, and the sacred goal of Jerusalem itself 
in 1099 AD, 461 years after its loss to the Muslims. 

Earlier twentieth-century historiography attributes the 
Crusades to bloodlust, greed, inherent European imperialism 
and much else besides. While there was certainly a strong 
element of this, historians, notably Jonathan Riley-Smith of 
Cambridge in his numerous books (including What were the 
Crusades?) are now saying that their main motivation was spir¬ 
itual rather than territorial. For example, absolution for sins 
could be obtained through taking up the Cross (as going 
crusading was called), and much spiritual prestige was attached 
to being a Crusader. 

But there was also financial gain for knights who were 
younger sons. While the eldest brother would inherit the title 
and the lands, younger brothers would be able to carve out 
new estates of their own in the conquered territories. So while 
Riley-Smith correctly reminds us of the spiritual side of taking 
up the cross and embarking on a crusade, we should not forget 
the more material tangible benefits as well. 

The problem was that Frankish knights and their cohorts 
had very different ideas of warfare from those prevalent in the 
Byzantine Empire and Middle East. When Jerusalem was 
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recaptured in 1099, the invaders slaughtered everyone — not just 
Muslims, but Jews and local Christians as well. (It is important 
to remember the last two categories of victim - the Crusaders 
were barbaric all around!) 

Furthermore, these were by no means the only Crusades — 
for example the Popes also launched them, collectively known 
as the Albigensian Crusade, against the Cathars, a heretical sect 
mainly based in southern France. There too the Crusaders — 
led by Simon de Montfort senior — slaughtered everyone 
indiscriminately, the victims in this case being his fellow 
Frenchmen. 

The actual conquest of what is now Palestine, Lebanon and 
coastal Syria took until 1099, when the Crusaders, with 
Godfrey of Bouillon as the most eminent of the Crusader 
leaders (who included other nobles, such as Raymond of 
Toulouse), then entered Jerusalem. Godfrey was chosen to be 
the captured city’s first ruler. (He would only agree to be the 
Protector of the Holy Sepulchre rather than the king, but all 
subsequent rulers accepted the royal title King of Jerusalem.) 
The Kingdom of Jerusalem was not the only new state created 
-- other nobles managed to establish the County of Edessa in 
the north and the Principality of Antioch in the middle. But 
Jerusalem was always the largest and most important of the 
new Crusader states. 

The capture of Jerusalem had also been held up by 
squabbles among the Crusaders about who should get which 
bit of territory. One example is the Principality of Antioch. By 
the agreement with the Byzantines, it should have been 
returned to the Emperor, since it had been under Byzantine 
rule until 1071. But instead, once the Crusaders captured it, 
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they wasted six months quarrelling among themselves as to 
which nobleman should have it as a fief of his own. 

The main quarrel was between the southern French (or 
Frankish) leader, Raymond, Count of Toulouse, and his rival 
knight, the Norman, Bohemond, Count of Apulia — southern 
Italy and Sicily having just fallen to Norman rule, as we saw 
earlier. In the end, Bohemond ended up as Prince of Antioch, and 
the main army then proceeded on to the central objective, the 
capture of Jerusalem. It goes without saying that all this did no 
credit to the supposedly Christian purposes behind the Crusade. 

Eventually, the Franks and others living in the new 
Kingdom of Jerusalem, and associated states in what became 
known as Outremer (‘beyond the sea’), picked up the more 
civilized habits of their neighbours, often to the horror of the 
more rough-hewn knights from Europe. Christian orders of 
chivalry arose, the most famous being the Templars (after the 
Temple in Jerusalem), and the still existing Hospitallers (after 
the hospitals they founded), now called the Order of St John in 
Protestant countries and the Knights of Malta (after a later 
residence) in the Catholic world. There was also, briefly, a 
British Hospitaller Order, that of St Thomas of Aeon, linked 
with the Diocese of Winchester, which did not survive the 
Middle Ages. 

(Serious historians have demolished the gibberish written 
about the Templars over the years. Reliable writers include the 
British historian Richard Barber and the American medievalist 
Sharan Newman. Alas, though, conspiracy theories usually sell 
better than the truth ...) 

The Crusader states did not last for long.The most outlying, 
the County of Edessa, fell to the Muslims as early as 1144, and 
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despite the efforts of the Second Crusade, was never recap¬ 
tured by Christian forces. But as Bernard Lewis reminds us in 
The Middle East , the key battles were between the Sunni forces 
controlling the rump Abbasid Caliphate and their Shiite rivals, 
the Fatimid Caliphs in Egypt. The Fatimids had, at their peak, 
ruled over much of Palestine, and were thus a far more serious 
threat to the Sunni Caliphate than outside infidels such as the 
Crusaders. 

Here, a new Sunni dynasty, the Abuyyids, came to the 
rescue. Its most famous member has become legendary — Salah 
al-Din, known in the West as Saladin, the most famous of 
Islamic warriors. While some, such as Jonathan Riley-Smith, in 
commenting on modern interpretations of the Crusades, 
remind us that Saladin was not always the paragon of both 
Muslim and Christian legend, he was indisputably a brilliant 
general and far less disposed to murder and mayhem than his 
Frankish adversaries. One of the great ironies of Saladin is that 
he was a Kurd. Muslims have lauded him down the centuries, 
and Saddam Hussein, a violent suppressor of Kurdish freedom, 
loved to portray himself as a latter-day Saladin, besting the 
West and leading the Arabs to renewed power. But Saladin was 
no Arab, and today, in the twenty-first century, his ethnic rela¬ 
tives are still without a state of their own. 

His most important conquest was, in Islamic terms, Fatimid 
Egypt in 1169, restoring it to Sunni rule after a century of 
Shiite domination. (He formally proclaimed himself Sultan 
when the last Fatimid Caliph died in 1171). Strategically this 
victory then enabled him to end the Crusader occupation of 
Jerusalem. After he captured Syria, he launched a jihad against 
the Kingdom of Jerusalem in 1187, and was able to recapture 
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that Holy City for Islam. The attempts of English King, 
Richard the Lionheart and the Third Crusade proved fruitless. 
While a rump Crusader state lingered on until 1291, the 
Abbuyids were able to rule over both Egypt and Syria until 
1260, and although Jerusalem was once more in Christian 
hands in 1229, this only lasted for ten years.There was a second 
Christian interregnum between 1240 and 1244, when the city 
was sacked by the Turks; three years later it fell to the 
Mamluks. The era of European rule in the Middle East was 
over until 1917, when the British under General Allenby 
recaptured Jerusalem. 


The Crusades: effects and interpretations 

Today, Crusader is frequently a term of abuse. In his fatwas of 
1998, 2001 and on several other occasions, Osama bin Laden 
refers to the forces of the West as the ‘Crusaders’, having also 
derided George Bush as a kind of twenty-first century version 
of Godfrey of Bouillon. On 18 June 2005 bin Ladens number 
two, the Egyptian al-Zawahiri, released a video. In his 
statement he referred to ‘kicking out the invading crusader 
forces and Jews’ from the Middle East, and made further 
crusading references in his video of 4 August 2005 in his attack 
on Britain and on the West’s presence in Islamic lands. 

Unfortunately among certain groups in the West, there now 
seems to be a trend to defend the Crusades because of the 
Islamic attack on the USA in 2001. Even a respectable 
magazine such as Commentary published an article in July 2005 
by Daniel Johnson called ‘How to Think About the Crusades’, 
arguing that we should not denigrate the Crusades in the way 
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that has become normal in recent years. The anti-PC lobbies 
are also now defending the Frankish Crusaders. The title The 
Politically Incorrect Guide to Islam (and the Crusades) says it all, and 
the author, Robert Spencer, while admitting Crusader atroc¬ 
ities, aims to show that they were there to reclaim lost 
territory. While that is technically true, there is also the small 
matter of the 461-year gap between the loss of Jerusalem to 
the Muslims in 638 and its recapture in 1099. 

What such books also omit to mention is that the Crusades 
not only failed in the long term, but were also a disaster for the 
war against Islam from the viewpoint of the West. One 
Crusade that is seldom mentioned in Western Europe or the 
USA, but is remembered in places like Greece as if it happened 
yesterday is the Fourth Crusade. Here the Crusaders never 
reached the Holy Land at all. In 1204, spurred on by the 
greedy merchants of Venice and Genoa, they instead captured 
Constantinople and established a short-lived Latin Empire of 
the East. This proved catastrophic in the long run, because it 
removed the one major Christian power that had managed to 
keep the Islamic armies out of the Balkans and south-east 
Europe. 

While a much-battered Byzantine Empire was back by the 
1260s, it was never the same again. We shall see what dreadful 
results there were for the Orthodox Europeans from the four¬ 
teenth century on in the next chapter. When Pope John Paul II 
visited Greece towards the end of his long Pontificate, one of 
the conditions was that he apologized to the Greek Orthodox 
Church for the Crusades - especially for the Fourth — which 
resulted with the Balkan peoples spending 600 years under 
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Ottoman Turkish rule. However, there are proper historical 
issues involved, to which we can now turn. 

Despite the fact that the First Crusade took place over 900 
years ago, the brief Crusading interlude of Middle Eastern 
history appears to be as hot an issue now as we presume it must 
have been then. But as authors as diverse as Bernard Lewis and 
Richard Fletcher have reminded us in their more detailed 
studies, this is far from being the case. It is, rather, anachronistic 
in the proper sense of that word to read twenty-first century 
opinions back into the Middle Ages. 

To begin with, two key points to remember: first, the 
Crusaders lost and the Muslims won; second, the people who 
truly lost out were the Orthodox Christians of the Byzantine 
Empire. They never recovered from the fall of Constantinople 
in 1204 and the onset, albeit brief, of the Latin Empire. So the 
Crusades at the time were a Muslim victory and a Christian 
disaster. Furthermore, there are two different perceptions of 
the Crusades — those believed at the time, and those held by 
countless Muslims worldwide today - that must be born in 
mind in order to understand properly what the Crusades were 
all about then, and why they still matter. 

It is surely right to argue that from the point of view of the 
protagonists, the Crusades were, in effect, a sideshow to the main 
battle. This is the irony of those who in that part of the world 
today — for example, Islamic extremists such as bin Laden — are 
being entirely Eurocentric in their view of history in attributing 
significance to the Crusades in the same way in which we do in 
the West. 

The real epic struggle in the Middle East was not between 
Muslims and Christians. The Crusader occupation of 
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Jerusalem lasted less than a century and the whole Western 
presence in the Middle East less than 200 years. Bernard 
Lewis is surely right to say, therefore, that the key fight was the 
long-term inter-Islamic battle about the kind of Islam that 
would prevail in the Middle East. The protagonists were the 
Sunni Turks, Kurds (like Saladin) and Arabs who supported 
the remains oftheAbbasid Caliphate, and the Shiite Fatimids, 
who supported a very different brand of Islam, and whose 
claim to the Caliphate split the originally united Dar aUIslam 
(Realm of Islam) in two. The Sunni version prevailed, thanks 
to Saladin, so that outside of Iran no Muslim country would 
be ruled by Shiites, until Iraq after the overthrow of Saddam 
Hussein in the twenty-first century. Saladin s key conquest 
was that of Fatimid Egypt, and the end of the Shiite Caliphate 
there, rather than his victory over the far less powerful 
Crusaders — the need to get rid of a few infidels being 
comparatively unimportant. 

So, as Lewis argues, the actual reason why the Crusades 
matter so much in our own time is not the perception of 
Muslims in the Middle Ages, the victors of the war. Rather, it 
is of those in the nineteenth century, and beyond, when once 
again Christian Europeans started to invade the Dar al-Islam. 

This will be explored later, in connection with the fall of 
the Ottoman Empire — the main beneficiary of the Turkish 
invasions of the eleventh century - above all in 1918, when it 
was defeated by the Allies. For it was the slow T decline and then 
collapse of the one last major Muslim superpower in recent 
years that people like Lewis and I would argue is the real cause 
of the current accusations of Crusader-style behaviour made 
by Muslims throughout the Islamic world today. 
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To put it another way, the root of the problem is twentieth- 
century Western imperialism, not what a group of knights got 
up to in the eleventh century. When the West feared the 
Islamic world, which it did, with good cause for over a 
thousand years (632—1683), minor irritations like a temporary 
setback in Syria and Palestine could be forgotten. 

It was only when the West finally gained the upper hand 
after Napoleons capture of Egypt in 1798 and the Ottoman 
loss of Greece and Algeria in the 1830s, that the bad memories 
of the Middle Ages came back to haunt the Muslim world. For 
to the inhabitants of the Middle East, all Crusaders were 
ferengi, or Franks, whether or not they came from what is now 
France. What was the country that temporarily occupied 
Egypt at the end of the nineteenth century and 30 years later 
conquered Algeria and then ruled it for over 100 years? The 
answer is France. The Crusades, therefore, are now not 
forgotten, and certainly not by A1 Qaeda and their kind. The 
deeds of a band of West European soldiers at the end of the 
eleventh century has come back to accuse us, and now to our 
permanent disadvantage. 

The Sunni triumph did not last long, however, because a 
much more deadly and efficient foe was already gaining 
considerable power well to the east of the lands of Islam. 


The Mongols 

In 1242 the great invading Mongol armies, who had slaugh¬ 
tered hundreds of thousands of conquered peoples since 
Genghis (or Chinggis) Khan began his massive campaigns of 
world domination, finally reached the Middle East. That year 
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they beat the remains of the Seljuk Empire and in 1258, under 
Genghis’ descendant Hulagu, they reached Baghdad. 

Here we encounter the European legend of Prester John, 
the mythical Christian king far beyond Europe’s borders, to 
whom many generations of Catholics looked to for salvation 
from the Islamic empires. Prester means Presbyter and the idea 
was that he was a great Christian ruler far beyond Europe, who 
would come to the rescue of a Europe under pressure from the 
Islamic threat. No one ever met this fabled character, but the 
illusion that such a person existed persisted for centuries. 

Prester John was, in reality, probably no more than a 
legendary version of the Christian rulers of Ethiopia. But in 
the twelfth century,Western missionaries, such as Friar William 
of Rubruk, had visited the capital of the Mongol Khans, thou¬ 
sands of miles distant in Karakorum, in Mongolia. There they 
had encountered the sad remnants of the once widespread 
Nestorian Christians, one of the many heterodox Christian 
groups who disagreed with the Council of Nicaea s decision 
on the person of Christ, and who had therefore fled from the 
Byzantine Empire. (Named after their original leader, Bishop 
Nestorius, they reached as far as China and Marco Polo came 
across many Nestorian Christians in Asia during the course of 
his much later travels.) At this stage, the Mongol Khans gave 
freedom of religion to Christians and Hulagu, along with 
other of Genghis Khan’s Mongol commanders, had a 
Nestorian wife. 

But any rosy European twelfth-century view of the 
Mongols was an illusion.The idea that European knights could 
combine with the Mongols to defeat Islam, and that the West 
could maintain its independence from Mongol invasions, was a 




I 10 MANZ1KERT, CRUSADERS, MONGOLS 

fantasy. The grandsons of Genghis Khan were no different 
from their forbear, and had their invasion plans of the Muslim 
world and Europe succeeded, the carnage would have been 
terrible. Those parts of Europe that were conquered, mainly 
present-day Russia, suffered badly. 

By 1258 the Mongol Empire, now divided among Genghis’ 
descendants, stretched from the Korean border in the East to 
the Polish in the West, perhaps the single biggest contiguous 
land empire that has ever existed. Hulagu launched his attack 
on Baghdad, and as with other Mongol conquests the 
slaughter was catastrophic, with perhaps as many as a million 
put to death (Christians and Jews were spared, probably due to 
the intervention of his wife) and a glorious civilization, 
symbolized by the House of Wisdom, destroyed. Furthermore, 
the Mongols also obliterated the ancient waterways that had 
irrigated so much of the desert. 

What saved the rest of the Muslim world and Europe from 
inevitable defeat was the death of Hulagu s brother, the Great 
Khan, Mongke, in 1259. Wishing to be the next Great Khan 
himself, Hulagu raced back to Karakorum, leaving a much 
smaller force behind. As a result, when the now depleted 
Mongol army tried to capture Egypt, they were defeated in 
1260 at the Battle of Ayn Jalut (the Spring of Goliath) by the 
Mamluk army. The Middle East was saved. The Mamluks then 
invaded Syria, and liberated it from Mongol rule. They then 
deposed the Abbuyids, and until 1517 a series of Mamluk 
Sultans ruled Egypt, Palestine and Syria. 

However, as Arthur Goldschmidt Jr. reminds us, the 
Mamluks were not Arabs, but Turks, and later Circassians from 
the Caucasus. For the next 700 years the Arab peoples of the 
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Middle East were to be under non-Arab, albeit Muslim, rule 
until 1917.The Golden Age of Arabic supremacy was over. It is 
nostalgia for such an era that resurrected in the twentieth 
century a powerful sense of Arab nationalism, wholly secular 
in the case of the Egyptian ruler, Nasser, and strongly religious 
as regards the Islamic terrorist groups. 

In his book What Went Wrong? and elsewhere, Bernard Lewis 
examines how the Islamic powers eventually lost their lead 
over the West. In military terms, he is surely right to say that 
until the late seventeenth century, and the Ottoman failure to 
capture Vienna in 1683, the Muslim world certainly had the 
edge over the West. However, there is a good case for saying 
that much of the eventual decline can be attributed to the fall 
of Baghdad in 1258. By that time too the Spaniards had made 
major headway against the Moorish-ruled parts of the Iberian 
Peninsula, and the great Islamic culture, from the Atlantic to 
the Chinese border, was fragmented, and in decline. Even 
under the Abbasid Caliphs, the ability to control a single 
empire from the Hindu Kush in the East to Spain in the West 
became problematic. The Abbasid solution was to allow local 
governors to become hereditary, effectively building up semi¬ 
independent dynasties of their own, some of which, like the 
Shiite Buyyid dynasty, became the real rulers under the later 
Abbasids. So while Islamic culture remained, as the travels of 
Ibn Battuta attest, the actual political unity was breaking up, and 
the emergence of a Shiite rival Caliphate under the Fatimids, 
from 969-1071, demonstrates that not even theological unity 
could always be maintained. 

The career of more hard-line Muslim thinkers such as Ibn 
Taymiyya (1268/9—1328) suggests Islam was changing as well. 
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Over a century earlier, even the legendary Sufi mystic al- 
Ghazali (d. 1111), hailed as the Renewer of Islam, had shown 
he had severe doubts about the new science in his influential 
book The Incoherence of the Philosophers. The situation in Europe 
had once been similar, with Greek and Roman knowledge 
being lost for centuries before being rediscovered by the Arabs 
and then the Renaissance. 

Finally, the Golden Age of Islamic civilization was a mix of 
Arabic and Persian, and for most of that era Iran was in the 
same empire as the Arabic parts of the Middle East. The 
Mongols separated Persia from the Arab world, and as the 
Turkish Ottomans were never able to conquer that country for 
their own empire, the two civilizations, while both Muslim, 
have been politically separated ever since.This is not to say that 
invention ceased, or that there were no more great Islamic 
thinkers — we shall encounter some of them shortly. But the 
era in which the Islamic world was medically, intellectually, 
culturally and technically way ahead of the West was now 
coming to a close. 

Western Europe was fortunate that the Mongols turned 
back before going on to seize the rest of Europe. One only has 
to look at the history of Russia, the part of Europe that was 
conquered by the Mongols, to see the devastating effects that a 
Mongol invasion could have. Westerners should realize that 
there was nothing intrinsically better about them, and that if 
Hulagu had not stopped the Mongol Empire would have 
stretched from the Pacific to the Atlantic. We in the West are 
not in any way superior, simply very lucky! 

It was hoped in the West that the Mongol rulers of what was 
then Mesopotamia and Persia, (now Iraq and Iran) would 
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convert to Christianity. As with the mythic Prester John, this 
too was an illusion, although we should not forget that prior to 
the Islamic conquest of Mesopotamia in the 630s, most of that 
region was in fact Christian, and that a large Nestorian 
minority existed in Persia. Nonetheless, the hopes of the 
Christian West were not fulfilled.The Il-Khans, as they became 
known, converted instead to Islam and established a brief 
dynasty. But it was not that simple, and therein lay an oppor¬ 
tunity for the Mamluks. 

IbnTaymiyya,the Islamic thinker, was born in around 1268 or 
1269, just nine years after the Mongol destruction of the Abbasid 
Caliphate in Baghdad. Until recently, he was regarded as inter¬ 
esting, but not necessarily important, and certainly not on the 
same level as Ibn Sina (Avicenna) or Ibn Rushd (Averroes). Now, 
in the light of his twenty-first century followers, he has emerged 
as one of the key thinkers of medieval Islam. 

The reason, as the American strategic specialists, Daniel 
Benjamin and Steven Simon show in their book The Age of 
Sacred Terror , is that one can draw a direct line of thought and 
influence from the thirteenth-century Ibn Taymiyya to the 
eighteenth-century Arab Islamic scholar al-Wahhab, and then 
on to the twentieth-century writer and political philosopher 
Sayyid Qutb and the twenty-first century A1 Qaeda and 
Islamic terrorism. If we want to understand bin Laden and the 
attacks on the USA in 2001 and Britain in 2005, we must first 
understand Ibn Taymiyya. 

When the Mongols converted to Islam, as the Il-Khans, 
they still retained much of their shamanistic Mongolian roots 
and lifestyle. While they were therefore technically Muslims, 
many in the Middle East regarded their adherence to Islam as 
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wafer-thin. In terms of thirteenth- and fourteenth-century 
power politics this mattered, particularly for the Mamluk 
rulers of Egypt who wished to recapture much of the territory 
lost to the Mongols and place it back under the rule of Cairo. 
But technically speaking, there was a major problem - 
Muslims were not supposed to go to war with one another. 

This was the issue which Ibn Taymiyya, who had succeeded 
his father as a teacher of the rigidly orthodox Hanbali School 
of Islam, was able to solve for them. 

His solution was that an unrighteous Muslim ruler can be 
lawfully resisted, if he does not live piously according to the 
strictly interpreted criteria of the Quran. To him, the Il-Khans 
were not legally Muslim but apostates, whatever their outward 
profession. Resistance to them was therefore lawful, if not 
actually a good idea. Not only that, but jihad, in the military 
sense of the term, could and should be waged against them, as 
much as one would against overtly infidel rulers in the Dar al- 
Harb , literally ‘the realm’ or ‘the abode of war’, the name Islam 
gives to areas not under Islamic rule. It was therefore fully 
within Islamic law for the Mamluks to invade the Il-Khan’s 
territory and recapture lost provinces, as Ibn Taymiyya duly 
pronounced in a fatwa to that effect. 

However, as Benjamin and Simon point out: 

By asserting that jihad against apostates is justified — by turning 
jihad inwards and reforming it into a weapon for use against 
Muslims as well as infidels — he planted a seed of revolutionary 
violence in the heart of Islamic thought. 

In the twentieth century these arguments would be re¬ 
employed by Sayyid Qutb against the nominally Muslim rulers 
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of his own country — Egypt — to say that Nasser could be 
lawfully overthrown. From this comes the A1 Qaeda doctrine 
that similar Muslim regimes are also unlawful, and can legiti¬ 
mately be opposed, with violence. The link between the 
Middle Ages and the present is therefore apparent. 

Ibn Taymiyya remains controversial within Islam, as one 
could argue that in redefining jihad, he was, exercising indi¬ 
vidual interpretation, or ijtihad. This, as we saw, was the ability 
of Muslim thinkers to come up with new interpretations of 
the Quran in order to adapt its eternal teaching to new situa¬ 
tions and circumstances. But since such matters had, according 
to most Sunni interpretations, been closed in the tenth 
century, his reopening of the gates of ijtihad can in itself also be 
perceived as unlawful.This is because, according to mainstream 
Sunni thought, going beyond the consensus of the faithful is 
not permitted, and thus new interpretations of the Quran have 
been ruled out since the closing of the gates eleven centuries 
ago. 

(Shiite Islam continues to allow ijtihad, and, as we shall see, 
the Ayatollah Khomeini took full advantage of that after the 
Islamic revolution in Iran in 1979. But with Ibn Taymiyya we 
are dealing with a Sunni Muslim-dominated world). 

The idea of seeking a new interpretation has not worried his 
twentieth- and twenty-first century disciples, however. Thus 
from Qutb in the 1960s to the ‘Arab Afghans’ fighting the 
Russians in the 1980s, his thought has remained pivotal in its 
influence. The need of the Mamluks back in medieval times to 
go to war with the Il-Khans — the situation that Ibn Taymiyya 
was asked to regularize, so that one Muslim state could go to 
war with another — has led, down the course of time, to a new 





I 16 MANZiKERT, CRUSADERS, MONGOLS 

application of Ibn Taymiyya s teaching: it is always all right for 
good Muslims to attack bad ones, as theologically astray 
Muslims are apostates or in error, and therefore can be attacked 
by Muslims who correctly follow Muhammad’s teaching. 
Sayyid Qutb’s interpretation of Ibn Taymiyya inspired A1 
Qaeda, led in turn to 9/11 and the deaths of Muslim victims as 
well as Western tourists in places as far afield as Egypt and 
Indonesia.Thus, mass murder, centuries later ... 
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THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE:THE STORY 
OF AN ISLAMIC SUPERPOWER 

Imperial expansion in Europe and Asia 

In his famous series The Venture of Islam , Marshall Hodgson 
entitles his third volume The Gunpowder Empires and Modern 
Times. Militarily this is a helpful way of looking at the changes 
brought in by that invention. But it is surely preferable to refer 
to the Ottoman Empire as the ‘Islamic Superpower’.The term 
might be modern, but it does give an idea of the sheer size and 
power of the territory over which the Sultans ruled. Hodgson 
also refers to the Safavid Empire in Iran, and the Portuguese 
Empire in East Asia within this category. Since the latter is 
outside our frame of reference, and Safavid Iran was more 
limited geographically, this description of the Ottomans better 
summarizes the uniqueness of the enormous Ottoman 
domain. 

It has already been suggested that the superpower nature of 
the Ottoman state is its main feature, and the part most 
mourned by Muslims around the world today, both moderate 
and extreme. The Ottoman Sultans were the last in the great 
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line of the Caliphs, and did not really employ that title until 
1774. But they were, for most of the time, far more powerful 
than any state in the West, and although Turkish not Arab they 
were certainly Muslim. 

The Ottomans were named after their late thirteenth- 
century ruler, Osman, who, in a battle against Byzantine forces 
in 1301 at Baphaeum near Nicaea and thus not too far from 
the Byzantine capital itself, established himself and his people 
as a new player among the many Turkish groups that now 
inhabited the Anatolian Peninsula. His descendants were to 
prove even more powerful, being the Muslims who conquered 
and extinguished the Byzantine Empire in 1453. This wave of 
military conquest and territorial expansion was to continue 
for the first three centuries of Ottoman rule, and their 
conquests lasted right down until the final defeat of the 
Empire in 1918. 

Osman (ruled 1290—1326) began extending his territory 
towards Constantinople, and by 1326 the Ottomans had a 
capital at Bursa, the Prusa of ancient times, in north-western 
Anatolia. Then in 1354 an earthquake created an opportunity 
for them to expand into south-east Europe. They took the 
opportunity to fight in an internal Byzantine power struggle, 
taking the side of Cantacuzenus, a pretender to the Byzantine 
throne, against another claimant, John Palaeologus. Thus the 
Ottomans began their long history of European conquest. 

(In this case with permanent results — attempts to expel them 
altogether from Europe failed in 1913. There is still a small 
portion of Turkey on the European side of the Bosporus). 

By 1358 they had occupied much ofThrace, and in 1361 
Adrianople (now Erdine) was captured. The Turks were in the 
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Balkans for the long haul. Their campaigns in the 1380s saw 
the capture of the Bulgarian capital Sofia. Then in 1389 came 
the major battle of Kosovo, against a mainly Serbian force led 
by the leader of the coalition of Christian forces in the 
Balkans, Prince Lazar. This encounter is still remembered by 
Serbs, over 600 years later. The folk memory of the Serb defeat 
at Kosovo has resonated down to our own time, with many 
Muslim Kosovar Albanians being murdered by Serb forces as 
recently as 1999. 

Slobodan Milosevic, the Serb strongman, exploited the 
memories of the battle at its 600th anniversary in 1989 as a 
Communist leader backed up by the full panoply of the Serb 
Orthodox Church. Hundreds of thousands lost their lives — 
mainly Bosnian Muslims — in what have been called the Wars 
of the Yugoslav Succession in the 1990s, notably the 8,000 
completely unarmed and innocent Bosnian Muslim civilian 
men slaughtered in cold blood at Srebrenica in 1995. All this 
goes back to the folk memory of the Serb loss at the Field of 
Blackbirds — Kosovo Polje — in 1389. Seldom has so ancient a 
defeat had such terrible long-term consequences, hundreds 
of years later, for the distant descendants of those who took 
part in it. 

Both Prince Lazar and the Ottoman ruler Sultan Murad, 
lost their lives at Kosovo, with Lazar being elevated to 
sainthood by the grieving Serbs. It should be remembered that 
many of the troops fighting on the Ottoman side were in fact 
Christian, from those parts of the Balkans in already Ottoman 
hands. So the famous battle was not by any means a simple 
Muslim vs. Christian conflict, as generations of Serb nation¬ 
alists have tried to portray it since. 
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Murad s successor as Ottoman Sultan, Bayezid, continued 
the expansion, and was soon reaching the banks of the 
Danube. This worried the Europeans, for, as Hodgson points 
out (in volume two), the Serbs were Orthodox, but the 
Hungarians, whose borders were now endangered, were main¬ 
stream Catholics. Crusade was once again proclaimed, and a 
new army set out to stop the Ottoman advance. But at the 
Battle of Nicopolis on the Danube in 1396 Bayezid routed 
Sigismund of Hungary’s Crusader army, although it was far 
bigger and drawn from a much wider part of Europe than the 
predominantly Balkan army at Kosovo seven years earlier. 

Nicopolis was to prove a disaster, because the West never 
properly followed it up. No further Western armies did 
anything to try to prevent the Ottoman (and thus Islamic) 
conquest of the Balkans, and this condemned Orthodox 
south-eastern Europe to nearly six centuries of foreign rule. 

Although, because of enduring Serb folk memory, Kosovo 
is the better-known battle, Nicopolis is far more important 
historically, because if the West had won, the loss at Kosovo 
would have become irrelevant. Nicopolis, therefore, joins the 
ranks of battles such as Tours/Poitiers in 732 (that the West 
won) and Manzikert (which the Byzantines lost), as pivotal 
events in the very lengthy history of European/Islamic 
conflict. This is because the coalition defeat led to over five 
centuries of Muslim rule over the Balkans, which only really 
fully ended with the wars of liberation fought in that region in 
the run-up to the First World War in 1914. 

With the advent of the new Ottoman Empire in south-east 
Europe, an interesting political question emerges. What 
difference is there between, say, the French conquest of Algeria 
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in 1830, and the British of Nigeria a few decades later, on the 
one hand, and the Ottoman invasion of the Balkans, or their 
conquest of their fellow Sunni Muslims in Egypt not long after 
in the sixteenth century? Surely the answer is that there is 
none at all? Imperialism, surely, is imperialism by whosoever 
commits it. 

However, after its major victories in the Balkans, the 
Ottoman Empire was nearly felled at birth, not from Europe, 
but by a far more potent and Islamic threat from the East.This 
wasTimur-i-Leng, known in the West as Tamerlane. 

Timur (1336—1405) was, briefly, one of the most successful 
conquerors in history, with an empire stretching from Cairo to 
Delhi. Mainly Turkish, but with some maternal descent from 
Genghis Khan, his domains were mainly seized in the brief 
period 1370—1405. Every bit as bloodthirsty as Genghis, he 
began his campaigns from what is now Uzbekistan (where he 
is now celebrated as a national hero), and but for his death in 
1405 he would probably have conquered the Ottoman Empire 
as well. In 1399, he mounted a campaign against both the 
Mamluks and Ottomans whom he claimed had seized some of 
his territories. By the end of 1401 he had taken Aleppo, 
Damascus and Baghdad (where he massacred 20,000 of its 
inhabitants), and in the following year he defeated the 
Ottoman army of Sultan Bezeyid II near modern Ankara. It 
was his decision then to attack China that possibly saved the 
Ottomans from extinction. 

Although Timur did not leave a permanent empire, his 
descendants, the Mughals, were able to invade and occupy 
most of India. Thankfully for their Hindu subjects, they were 
nowhere near as violent as Timur, and, as Akbar Ahmed 
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reminds us, they were able to create one of the most religiously 
tolerant regimes in Islamic history 

Even after Bayezid died, things continued to get worse, 
since his sons fought a ten-year civil war to take over his realm. 
Not until Sultan Mehmed Is rule (1402—21) did the Ottoman 
Empire get back to normal. 

Murad II (reigned 1421—51) was thus able to continue the 
takeover of the Balkans, now that there was both internal 
peace and no major threat of invasion from the east. He beat 
the Venetians, who had ruled much of the area off and on since 
the Latin Empire, and captured the Morea, and the key town 
of Salonika (now Thessaloniki). He briefly abdicated, resumed 
the throne, and then beat a Christian army at the key battle of 
Varna in 1444. 

Next to ascend the throne was Mehmed II (1451-81), 
known to history, and with good cause, as Mehmed the 
Conqueror. He achieved what the Umayyad and Abbasid 
Caliphs, and the Mongols, had all failed to do by capturing 
Constantinople and extinguishing the rump Byzantine 
Empire. On 29 May 1453 the great city, for so long the last 
remnant of Rome and capital of Orthodox Christianity, fell to 
the besieging Turkish forces. The Roman Empire was finally 
no more and the armies of Islam were triumphant. 

Constantinople now became Istanbul, and the ancient 
church of Hagia Sophia (Holy Wisdom) became a mosque, 
which it remains today. Istanbul became the Ottoman capital, 
and stayed as such until the 1920s. 

Then in 1517 the Ottomans turned south, and captured 
Mamluk-ruled Egypt. The nominal Abbasid Caliphate, based 
in Cairo, was now ended, and Sultan Selim took the title for 
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himself, even though he was Turkish and no descendant of 
Muhammad. The Ottomans were not merely victorious but 
had achieved two vital symbolic victories, all within a compar¬ 
atively short time span. 

It is said that the fall of Constantinople helped the 
Renaissance, since so many people fled from the fallen 
Orthodox East to the still Christian Catholic West. While there 
is much in this argument, recent books have suggested that the 
interaction between the Islamic world and the West predates the 
Renaissance as far back as the twelfth century, and helped to 
influence it. These include Jerry Brotton’s The Renaissance 
Bazaar: From the Silk Road to Michelangelo and Rosamond Mack s 
Bazaar to Piazza: IslamicTrade and Italian Art 1300-1600. 

The former also makes an important point — 1517 was not 
just the year of the Ottoman assumption of the Caliphate, but 
also the beginning of the Reformation, which, it can be 
claimed, owed much to the Ottomans. Here fashionable 
counter-factual history allows an assessment of the degree to 
which the external threat of Islamic conquest dramatically 
changed the internal history of Western Europe, and in an 
unexpected way 

The major consideration here is that had Emperor CharlesV, 
the Holy Roman Emperor, not been so worried about the 
permanent Ottoman threat from the east, he would have 
crushed the nascent Protestant movement from its outset. As 
ruler of Austria he faced the Ottomans in conquered Hungary 
and as King of Spain, the attempts by Muslim rulers in the 
Mediterranean to menace his possessions there, which 
included not just Spain but also Sicily and parts of the Italian 
mainland. 




124 


THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE 


Therefore Luther and the Protestant Reformation owe 
much to the Ottoman menace to Europe. The ensuing 
Protestant-Catholic split ended the Habsburg attempts to 
unify Germany and delayed unification for three centuries, the 
Ottoman advances in the sixteenth century thereby altering 
the history of Western Europe permanently. 

An interesting minor snippet — we owe coffee and the 
croissant, the latter being shaped like the Turkish crescent, to 
the siege of Vienna. Thus does culture spread in unexpected 
ways. 

Although the Ottomans failed to capture Vienna, they did 
manage to conquer most of Hungary. In 1520 Suleiman the 
Magnificent became Sultan; regarded by historians as probably 
one of the greatest Ottoman rulers, he held the throne until his 
death in 1566. In 1526 he was able to recommence serious 
war against the West, and in the same year his forces annihi¬ 
lated the Hungarians at the Battle of Mohacs, after which the 
young Hungarian king, Louis II, perished while fleeing the 
battlefield. Hungary, which had always seen itself as the impen¬ 
etrable shield of the Christian West, became an Ottoman 
domain, for the next 170 and more years. (The rest of Hungary 
— now Slovakia — went to the Habsburgs.This dynasty ruled 
Hungary until 1918, including those parts liberated in the 
1690s).Transylvania, now famous for its infamous inhabitant, 
Vlad the Impaler (or Dracula), was then mainly Protestant, and 
part of Hungary. The Protestants often preferred freedom 
under the Turks to persecution by the Catholic Habsburgs, 
who had made the same mistake as the Nestorian persecuting 
Byzantines back in the seventh century. 
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Problems in East and West 

The Ottomans now ruled from the Iranian border to northern 
Africa, and from southern Egypt up to the Austrian frontier. 
This was the Golden Age of Ottoman rule. They did not 
entirely have it their own way, however. While they continued 
to make conquests, taking the key Venetian-ruled island of 
Cyprus in 1570, for example, they also, like Charles V, had to 
watch their backs. (The wars over Cyprus are part of the 
backdrop to Shakespeare’s play Othello). 

In 1501, Ismail, the leader of a Shiite religious group the 
Safavids, became Shah of Persia. Ismail was ethnically Turkish, 
as therefore was the Safavid dynasty that he now founded. His 
accession to power and the establishment of his family on the 
throne reignited the border wars between the rulers of Iran 
and those of the Middle East. 

One could call this an updated version of the same ancient 
struggles between the Romans and Byzantines on the one 
hand, and the Parthians and Sassanids on the other. Although 
both the Ottomans and Safavids were Muslims, the latter were 
zealously Shia, and made the Shiite version of Islam the official 
belief of Iran, which it has been ever since. Persia, as it was then 
called, had always been culturally distinct, albeit closely 
enmeshed with Arabic culture during the time of the Abbasid 
Caliphate that we saw earlier. Now that it was also Shiite, as 
opposed to mainstream Sunni, this distinctiveness grew 
stronger - though we should not forget that many other parts 
of the world contained Shiites, notably the region around 
present-day Iraq, and what is now Pakistan. 
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Initially the Ottomans were the winners. In 1534 Suleiman, 
flush from his victories in Europe, was able to seize Mesopotamia, 
with the Safavids forced to concede defeat in 1555. 

In 1571 Don John of Austria (to use his English nickname), 
the illegitimate son of Charles V, was able to put together a 
Christian fleet to prevent further Ottoman expansion in the 
Mediterranean following the Venetian loss of Cyprus, which 
had devastated the Venetians and made them extremely appre¬ 
hensive about their other Mediterranean possessions. As G.K. 
Chesterton wrote in his famous poem,‘Don John of Austria is 
going to the war.’ A coalition of over 200 ships was assembled 
based mainly on Spanish, Genoese and Venetian vessels, with 
some from the Knights Hospitaller. At Lepanto in the Gulf of 
Patras in Greece, the Christian forces under Don John soundly 
beat the Ottoman navy, capturing no less than 117 Ottoman 
galleys.This victory removed the danger of a seaborne invasion 
of the remaining Christian parts of the Mediterranean and 
enabled the Venetians to hold Crete until the 1660s. 

One interesting footnote — one of the Spanish sailors was 
Cervantes, the subsequent author of Don Quixote. 

However, as Hodgson reminds us in The Venture of Islam , the 
Ottomans were principally a land-based, not seafaring, power. 
They did not lose any territory as a result of their maritime 
loss, and the main result of the battle was more to do with 
enhancing Venetian morale than stemming the flow of the 
Turkish advance. Not only that but the West did not follow up 
their naval victory, and so the cause of liberation from the 
Ottomans was not in any way advanced. 

In fact the main threat, as before, came from the east. In 
1587, the most illustrious of the Safavids, Shah Abbas the 
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Great, acceded to the Peacock Throne (the name given to the 
famous chair upon which the Persian Shahs sat). 

He moved the capital to Isfahan. His conquests were 
considerable, as he reached into Arab territory, especially the 
area now populated by the Shiite majority in modern Iraq. 
The survival of so large an Arab Shiite group can be said to 
owe its existence the highly successful campaigns of Shah 
Abbas against the Ottomans, with results that have therefore 
created ramifications for us in the twenty-first century. He was 
able to seize present-day Azerbaijan, which has remained a 
predominantly Shiite state, and which has given Iran a large 
Azerbaijani minority that exists to this day. While his less able 
successors, following his death in 1629, were unable to keep 
Iraq, the majority of Arabs in that region have remained Shiite, 
not Sunni, down to the present. 

His reign was the high point of Safavid Iran, although the 
dynasty continued to rule, with lessening success, until the 
1720s, with the Qajar dynasty taking over in 1779 (and ruling 
until the 1920s). 

While the Ottomans were able to re-conquer Iraq, the 
historical consensus is that the truly great days of the dynasty 
were over, even though they ruled for another two centuries. 
Increasingly power went to the real rulers, the Grand Viziers. 
There is no real modern equivalent to these individuals, but 
regarding the holder as a kind of Prime Minister would 
probably indicate the degree of power they had at their 
disposal. The office could, for brief spells, be filled by one 
family, and in certain cases it became hereditary as well, with a 
particularly notable family, the Koprulu dynasty exercising the 
role in seventeenth-century Constantinople. But as time went 
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by it was increasingly occupied by dervishme men. Dervishme 
was essentially a highly unpopular practice of kidnapping boys 
from Christian families, converting them to Islam and using 
them as a caste of dependable administrators. 

Interestingly, loyalty to the Islamic faith rather than 
membership of a particular race was the key factor in 
employment at the Ottoman court, some of whose senior 
members and officials were of European origin. In theory the 
Ottoman Sultan himself wielded enormous power. But, as 
Efraim Karsh reminds us in his book on Islamic Imperialism, not 
all the Sultans were up to the task. The devolution of power to 
the Grand Vizier, and the increasing importance of dervishme 
officials created a bureaucratic elite which, cut off from its 
roots, was loyal to the Sultan. But like all bureaucracies it stul¬ 
tified, and attempts to reform it in the nineteenth century 
were perpetually stymied, principally by inertia, and later on 
by Sultans such as Abdul Hamid, for whom the very notion of 
change was anathema. 

The administration of the great Ottoman Empire has been 
well described as a policy of‘benign neglect’. This is broadly 
correct, in that there was not always direct Ottoman rule from 
Istanbul of all the widespread provinces of the Empire, since in 
the days before rapid communication, this simply was not 
possible. Rather a system of indirect rule was practised, similar 
— as we have seen with previous empires — to that of the British 
in India and other colonies. In theory, many of the local rulers 
were higher in status than Ottoman officials, such as the 
Khedive, or Viceroy, of Egypt. But in practise, many of these 
posts, like those in Egypt and elsewhere, for example the Bey 
of Tunis, were hereditary, with the post being kept within one 
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family. Similarly, like the zamindar (landlord) tax collectors in 
British India, the Ottomans also used local people to collect 
most of the revenue. This too created a hereditary caste of 
‘tax-farmers’, who would extort money from ordinary people, 
since they could keep for themselves anything above the 
amount required by the government 

In 1683, the Ottomans tried to besiege Vienna for a second 
time; again they failed, and their hold on parts of their Balkan 
territories was weakening. In 1699 at the Treaty of Carlowitz, 
they had permanently to cede large amounts of re-conquered 
territory to the West. Hungary came back under Christian 
rule, and, although the Western liberation of the Balkans took 
until 1913 to complete - 114 years — the momentum was now 
with the West, not the Islamic world. 

Despite military defeats — the Ottomans had to cede yet 
more territory to the Austrians in 1718 at the Treaty of 
Passarowitz, for example — there were some attempts by 
Ottoman Sultans and their Viziers to reform the Empire from 
within. But such gallant efforts were defeated, especially by the 
troops, some of European origin, designed to guard the 
Sultans, the Janissaries.These were a group of dervishme soldiers 
recruited from boys seized from the Christian parts of the 
Ottoman Empire, principally the Balkans.They were indoctri¬ 
nated into loyalty to the Sultan, and were converted to Islam. 
Rather like the Praetorian Guard of the old Roman 
Emperors, these elite guards became increasingly corrupt, and 
therefore antagonistic to any kind of change, however benev¬ 
olent. Nor did continued military reverses help.The Ottomans 
were badly defeated by the Russians at the end of the eigh¬ 
teenth century, and had to sign another humiliating treaty, this 
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time at Kuchuk Kaynarji, in 1774, in which theTsars were able 
to regain the Crimea from Turkish rule. 

As Bernard Lewis points out in his book The Middle East , 
the Ottoman loss was especially important as this was the first 
time the Ottomans had lost territory containing mainly 
Muslims, not Christians, to a prominent Christian power. 

Even more menacing, this treaty specifically gave the 
Russians protection rights over the Orthodox Christians in the 
Ottoman Empire. Under the Turkish millet system, in which 
everyone was classified by their religion, rather than by their 
ethnicity, (Jews, therefore, being the exception, since theirs was 
a dual category), Orthodox Christians came under the 
Orthodox millet .The treaty therefore gave the Russians the right 
to interfere in the internal affairs of the Ottoman Empire, and 
with the rise of Slavic/Orthodox nationalism in the nineteenth 
century, this came to mean Tsarist support for independence 
movements in the Balkans. The Eastern Question, the great 
debate among the diplomats and chancelleries on how to 
manage the decline of the Ottoman Empire, had begun. 

Wahhabi Islam 

Until recently, historians have given only fleeting attention to 
one of the most significant movements in the eighteenth 
century — that of Wahhabi Islam. Since this, often stern, 
version of Sunni Hanbali Islam is now becoming increasingly 
global, and is the basis of the extremist ideology of A1 Qaeda, 
people have now realized its importance. 

Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab, (c. 1703-92), was an 
Islamic thinker from what is now central Saudi Arabia. He 
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followed the precepts of the medieval jurist, Ibn Taymiyya, at 
whom we looked earlier. 

In Sunni Islam, as we saw, the ‘gates of ijtihad\ or individual/ 
new interpretations of the Quran were supposed to have 
closed around the tenth century. However, al-Wahhab thought 
that far too much syncretism, or outside religious practice, had 
entered Islam, and that the religion had become corrupt. 

Here we enter a very contemporary debate, namely that 
Islam should have a Reformation, similar to the Protestant 
kind that happened to Christianity in the sixteenth century 
An essay by the writer Salman Rushdie in the New York Times 
on 7 April 2005 is a classic example of a call for a Muslim 
reformation by someone of Islamic origin living in the West. 
Since all well-meaning people hope for good Muslim- 
Western relations, including millions of those Muslims living 
peacefully and happily in the West itself, this is an entirely 
understandable goal. 

However, the experience of al-Wahhab suggests this notion 
is mistaken. Islam has already had its own reformation, and to 
expect it to undergo something it has already been through is 
impossible. Here one can agree with the late Edward Said, and 
say that such calls are in fact arrogant, since what they are really 
doing is asking the Islamic world to become like the twenty- 
first century secular West. 

In fact, it should be perfectly possible for Muslims to continue 
to be authentic Muslims while living in peaceful harmony with 
the secular West. This is what leading contemporary Muslim 
intellectuals, such as Akbar Ahmed, who now lives in the USA, 
and the former Iranian President Khatami, who calls for a 
‘dialogue of civilizations’ have now been arguing for some years. 
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Martin Luther and his fellow Reformers were attempting 
to remove the many accretions inherent in Catholic 
Christianity, and return it to what they felt was the purity of 
the original. This is precisely what al-Wahhab was also trying 
to do, and which is why he would not have regarded himself 
as an interpreter of Islam, a mujadid , even though that is what 
he was doing. Like the twentieth-century ideologue Sayyid 
Qutb, he was trying to get back to the original Islam of the 
salaf the revered ancestors of the first Islamic century, 
although his teachings took part of that faith — those who 
follow al-Wahhab — in a direction very far removed from the 
one that secular thinkers in the West would like. 

When one reads modern day callers for a Muslim 
Reformation, they are usually thinking of thinkers such as 
Abdolkarim Soroush, the Iranian reformer, about whom 
Judith Miller has written in God Has Ninety-Nine Names. 
Reformation will lead to a non-violent, modern-friendly, 
twenty-first century compatible, updated version of Islam. 

But while, in an age of terrorism, non-violent versions of 
any religion are welcome (think, too, for example, of Timothy 
McVeigh, and also of extremist Hindu mobs killing Muslims 
in India), this attitude is completely to misunderstand history 

As Daniel Benjamin and Steven Simon show in The Age of 
Sacred Terror , al-Wahhab could not have achieved much on his 
own. To use my analogy, he needed his equivalent of Luthers 
Elector of Saxony, a secular prince who would support him 
and help to implement the message. This al-Wahhab found in 
the al-Saud clan, the tribal leaders of central Arabia. Thus was 
forged an alliance between a particular interpretation of Islam 
— now called Wahhabism — and a powerful dynasty, that has 
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lasted right down until and including our own times. Saudi 
Arabia remains the one place in the world where Wahhabism is 
the official interpretation of Islam. Furthermore, as we read in 
The Crisis of Islam , once Saudi Arabia became fabulously 
wealthy through oil, the Wahhabi religious hierarchy was then 
able to gain access to lavish state funding. As a consequence, 
Saudi petrodollars are spreading the Wahhabi version globally, 
as if profits from the top American petrol companies all went 
to promote the doctrines of the Ku Klux Klan. 

(One hopes that King Abdullah, who became king after that 
book was written, might be able to change things, but, as with 
so much in the world today, only time will tell). 

In al-Wahhab’s own lifetime the Saudi/Wahhabi alliance 
was able to conquer only central Arabia. But this was only the 
beginning. 

A new study of Wahhabism, God's Terrorists: The Wahhabi 
Cult and the Hidden Roots of Modern fihad , by Charles Allen has 
brought out very well the doleful effects down to our own 
time of the kind of extremism which al-Wahhab spawned. 

Charles Allen shows that al-Wahhab, like Ibn Taymiyya, 
rejected the theological notion that there were two forms of 
jihad — the lesser, or military version, and the greater, the 
struggle to be holy. For Wahhabism, the only kind that existed 
was the violent version, and the so-called Hadith, or authenti¬ 
cated saying of Muhammad, to the effect that the greater had 
now supplanted the lesser was in fact false. Only the way of 
violence was true. 

The Wahhabis, who now intermarried with the Saud clan, 
embarked on a campaign of violent conquest that lasted until 
its suppression in 1818. But, Allen goes on to show in much 
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detail in God’s Terrorists , that was by no means the end of the 
story, as the Wahhabi version of Islam now spread to the Indian 
sub-continent. There it became popular among much of the 
Muslim community, who were not used to being a minority 
under the British, and no longer rulers of the Hindu majority. 
This in turn influenced the kind of Islam taught in the north¬ 
western part of the Raj, now Pakistan, and also over the border 
in Afghanistan. Much of the Islamic extremism that still exists 
in the region — the Taliban being a prime example - is thus 
strongly influenced by Wahhabi theology. 

Consequently, although Pakistan and Afghanistan are 
outside the remit of this book, this phenomenon does matter, 
since, in the twenty-first century, Saudi Wahhabism and the 
Taliban version of Islamic extremism have worked closely 
together. 

The nineteenth century:Western expansion, 
Ottoman retreat 

As Bernard Lewis points out in Islam and the West , this time 
without controversy, the Napoleonic invasion and temporary 
conquest of Egypt in 1798 marks another major turning point. 
For the first time since the Crusades a Muslim heartland 
region had been subjugated, and for a brief period would be 
under Christian rule. 

Worse still, it was the British, through Nelson’s victory at 
the Battle of the Nile, who liberated Egypt from Napoleon, 
not an Ottoman army. In the West, because of the major 
archaeological discoveries that resulted, we tend to look 
benignly at Napoleon’s invasion - the Rosetta Stone, the 
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decipherment of the hieroglyphs, and many similar achieve¬ 
ments resulting from Napoleon’s decision to bring both 
troops and scholars with him. But to the Ottomans, the brief 
loss of Egypt was a major humiliation, and the foretaste of a 
century and more of bad news. 

However, the plight of the Ottomans was good news for 
some of their more independently minded subjects. One of 
these was Mehmet Ali (or Muhammad Ali in Arabic), an 
Albanian Muslim, who was part of a failed attempt to regain 
Egypt in 1799. Once the British had evacuated in 1803 he was 
able to seize power, and founded a dynasty which lasted until 
its deposition in 1952. Ali was ruthless in suppressing all 
dissent, and by the 1820s aimed at conquering as much of the 
Ottoman Middle East as possible. 

The new rulers of Egypt were, as for the past two millennia 
and more, not Arabs of any description. The phrase often used 
to describe the new power elite is Turco-Circassian. Inevitably 
many Turks remained. But there were also large numbers of 
Muslim Europeans, from the Balkans, like Mehmet Ali 
himself, and also from the Caucasus, from whence the 
Circassians came, as had many of the Mamluks before them. 
Most of the major landowners were from this background, 
since political power and economic wealth remained strongly 
enmeshed. 

The Europeans were, while all this was happening in Egypt, 
helping Greece to gain independence from the Turks. Greece, 
with its Christian population, and illustrious Hellenic past, not 
to mention the romantic support of the poet Lord Byron, was 
one thing, though, but Egypt quite another. While southern 
Greece was recognized as an independent kingdom, the 
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Europeans supported the Ottomans against Mehmet Ali’s 
forces. 

As Arthur Goldschmidt demonstrates, a compromise was 
struck - Ali had to give up his conquests in Palestine and Syria, 
but was able to rule Egypt as a virtually independent domain, 
only notionally still a part of the Ottoman Empire. 

The other, this time more temporary, Middle Eastern 
beneficiary of Ottoman decline after 1798 was the 
Saudi/Wahhabi alliance. (The Serbs were also in revolt, but 
the Balkans is outside the main scope of this book). Initially 
they were immensely successful, capturing the two holy cities 
of Mecca and Medina. Here, in accord with the hatred of 
syncretism in Wahhabi Islam, they indulged in the mass scale 
destruction of numerous ancient shrines, including the tomb 
of Muhammad himself, all very reminiscent of the similar 
destruction of Catholic shrines in the Reformation and 
English Civil War. 

(Syncretism in this context is the way in which local 
customs, often influenced by ancient pre-Islamic practices, or 
by outside religions, had merged with what specialists call ‘folk 
Islam’. To the Wahhabis, this kind of popular Muslim culture 
contaminated the true, original faith that they were trying to 
re-establish). 

But by 1818 the Ottomans were able to re-establish control, 
and the Saudis and their Wahhabi allies were once again 
restricted to their heartland in the Nejd in the centre of 
modern Saudi Arabia, only to rise again in the twentieth 
century, after the fall of the Ottoman Empire. 

In 1839 Sultan Abdul Mejid inaugurated what has 
become known as the Tanzimat era of reforms in which he 
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tried to reorganize the bureaucracy of the Empire and lay 
the foundations of a modern state, following his predecessor 
Mahmud Us successful suppression of the Janissaries. Here 
again, interpretation becomes controversial. 

Malcolm Yapp s book The Making of the Modern Middle East 
1792—1923 made it clear that the peoples of the Middle East 
were not helpless before the Europeans. It shows how the 
British, hitherto unworried by the Eastern Question, became 
so once they saw the imbalance in Europe that unfettered 
Russian supremacy in the Balkans, and over the Straits, would 
create. In other words, British support for Greek inde¬ 
pendence, and for the Ottomans against Mehmet Ali, was 
dominated by issues of the European balance of power, as 
opposed to the interests of the peoples of the Middle East. 
Furthermore, the Ottoman Empire, despite its decline, was not 
entirely helpless, and, possibly, given different decisions in 
1914, might have survived for much longer than proved to be 
the case. 

However, a few years after Yapp s book came a much more 
controversial work, Empires of the Sand: The Struggle for Mastery 
in the Middle East 1789—1923 , by the authors Efraim and Inari 
Karsh. What has made this book especially contested and the 
whole subject vitiated is their view on the origins of the 
Jewish settlement. This takes us into particularly contentious 
academic and political territory. It has also distorted reactions 
to their thesis, namely that Middle Eastern rulers, far from 
being passive, took an active role alongside Western powers in 
creating the Middle East we know today. But while Malcolm 
Yapp was able to say something very similar without 
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provoking a firestorm, this was not the case when the Karsh 
book appeared. 

Whether or not the Ottoman Empire was in inexorable 
decline in the nineteenth century should have nothing to do 
with taking sides in the twenty-first century Israel-Palestine 
dispute. But, alas, such seems now to be the case. So this book 
takes the view that Malcolm Yapp is right, that the demise of 
Ottoman power was not inevitable, but in a way that does not 
thereby imply any particular partisan position on some of the 
thorniest issues of contemporary politics. 

As Yapp, Bernard Lewis, and similar writers show, what 
really began to make the difference were the Ottoman and 
Persian territorial losses to the Russians in the period of 
roughly 1800-1812. Many of these were in the Caucasus, 
where Muslims and Christians both then as now live cheek by 
jowl. This has remained an area of major instability and, alas, of 
religious violence, as seen in the horrific massacre of school 
children in Beslan in 2004.These Russian gains in turn alerted 
Britain to growing Russian power, with the results just 
mentioned. 

(British concern over Russian advances to India through 
Central Asia played an important later role, but as Yapp shows, 
not in the early stages. The era of Kim and the Great Game 
came later and would last until 1907, when Britain and Russia 
demarcated zones of influence in Persia.) 

One of the major concerns of the European Great Powers 
was to deny others the advantage, or, as the British would see 
it, maintain the Balance of Power. While neither France nor 
Britain wished to see Russia become too dominant, both of 
them nonetheless were happy to carve up parts of the 
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Ottoman Empire for themselves if it suited their interests. In 
1830 France annexed Algeria (initially the coastal areas, with 
the conquest of the interior coming later) and in 1839 Britain 
seized Aden, an important stop for trade on the then long sea 
journey to India. In the former case, the French began actively 
to settle in the new colony, a decision which very nearly 
caused civil war in the 1950s, when Algerians wanted inde¬ 
pendence, and the French settlers, or colons , were determined 
to stop them. 

We saw that in 1774 Russia gained the right to protect the 
Orthodox Christian subjects of the Ottoman Empire. By the 
early 1850s this had spread, as France sought similar rights to 
look out for the Catholic minority, many of whom were 
Greek-Melkite-rite Arab Christians in the Holy Land (These 
were Christians who followed Orthodox rites while being 
spiritually loyal to the Roman Catholic Church.) What began 
as a comparatively trivial and minor dispute escalated in 1854 
into war, with the British and French fighting to preserve the 
Ottoman Empire on the one hand and the Russians deter¬ 
mined to flex their power on the other. Since the conflict took 
place in the territory regained by the Russians in 1774, we call 
it the Crimean War, which lasted from 1854 to 1856. (In 
Britain this conflict is principally remembered for the achieve¬ 
ments of Florence Nightingale and the foolish charge of the 
Light Brigade immortalized in Tennyson’s poem). Eventually 
the Russians lost, and the Ottomans were able to breathe 
again. 

Thereafter much of the story of the Ottoman Empire seems 
to be one of remorseless decline. The Ottomans lost territory 
continuously, right up until their demise in 1922, into which 
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we will soon go in some detail, since today’s Middle East is still 
suffering from the way in which the Empire broke up. But, as 
the distinguished British historian John Charmley will remind 
us when his magnum opus on Europe and the ‘Eastern 
Question’ is one day published, it was the European not the 
core Middle Eastern territories that the Ottomans lost. The 
core Islamic parts of the Empire (albeit with small Christian 
minorities, such as the Maronites in Lebanon) remained firmly 
under Ottoman rule. 

The importance of this in a history of the Islamic Middle 
East cannot be exaggerated. What the Ottomans lost in the 
second half of the nineteenth century were their Slavic, mainly 
still Christian, European territories. Serbia, then Bulgaria, 
Romania, northern Greece, then finally Bosnia (with a large 
Muslim, but ethnically European, population), and Kosovo 
(ditto) were lost. Technically Egypt was lost de facto in 1882, 
when seized by the British, and de jure in 1914. The Italians 
took Libya just before the First World War. But not only were 
these territories away from the core, but Egypt had in effect 
been lost a long time before when Mehmet Ali assumed 
control at the beginning of the nineteenth century. The 
heartland territories, including present-day Iraq, Syria, Israel, 
Jordan, Lebanon and Palestine, and the Red Sea side of Arabia 
— the Hijaz — remained part of the Empire until 1917, when 
they were conquered by the British. 

In other words, the Tsar Nicholas I might have been right to 
call the Ottoman Empire ‘the Sick Man of Europe’, because its 
European domains were now in permanent decline. But the 
Muslim part of the Empire outside of Europe was doing fine, 
because unlike nationalist Europe this part of the Empire was 
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both Muslim, like its overlords, and not nationalistic. While 
some Christian Arabs were nationalistic, this was not true of 
the Muslim majority, with repercussions that will soon 
become very important. 

One can argue persuasively that European nationalism 
threatened Ottoman control of the predominantly Christian 
Balkans. Nationalism meant self-rule, and there were powerful 
and ultimately successful nationalist movements among the 
Serbs, Greeks, Bulgarians and Romanians. Their bids for 
complete independence doomed the European end of the 
Empire, especially since Russia actively supported the freedom 
of their fellow Orthodox Christians. But it is much harder to 
argue that a few Arab nationalists, many of whom were from 
the tiny Christian minority, posed any kind of real threat to 
continued Ottoman rule. Furthermore, the Ottoman Sultan 
for much of this period, Abdul Hamid, was keen to emphasize 
Islamic identity, as a focus of unity, and on that issue most of 
the Middle Eastern subjects of the empire were as at one with 
their Ottoman overlords. 

So between 1877, when the Balkans revolted, with Russian 
support, and the end of the Second Balkan War thirty-six years 
later, the Ottoman Empire lost nearly all its European territory to 
the newly independent Slavic states. The end could have come 
sooner, but for the fact that the European Powers, including 
Britain, were still strongly suspicious of Russian territorial 
designs. For example, in Berlin in 1878 the Russian puppet state 
of Bulgaria was granted much less territory than under the 
original borders proposed by the victorious Russians at the 
Treaty of San Stefano earlier in the same year, when Russia and 
its Balkan allies inflicted a major reverse on the Ottomans. 
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In fact one could say that what really doomed the 
Ottomans eventually was a conjunction of two things. First, 
their decision to abandon the traditional friendship with 
Britain and France for alliance with Germany in 1914; second, 
and perhaps even more important, that in the First World War 
Britain and France found themselves allied with Russia against 
Germany, and were therefore no longer in a position to do 
anything to counteract historic Russian designs on the 
Ottoman Empire. None of this was inevitable — in the 1890s 
Britain and France nearly went to war over a few desert oases 
at Fashoda in what is now Sudan. It was not until the Entente 
Cordiale of 1904 that the prospect of Franco-British conflict 
evaporated. 

One could argue that it was an attempt at internal imperial 
reform that began the series of events that would in time lead 
to the Empires fall. In 1908 the Committee on Union and 
Progress (CUP), a movement of young Turkish military 
officers nicknamed the Young Turks, initiated a revolt that 
spread rapidly. The response of Sultan Abdul Hamid was to 
announce the full restoration of the Ottoman Constitution of 
1876 - the first such in any Islamic country — that had defined 
the Sultan s powers, but which he had neutralized. But this 
attempt to rescue his position failed. He was deposed in 1909, 
and replaced by his brother MehmedV, more of a figurehead 
Sultan, who ruled until the Ottoman debacle in 1918. 

Then in 1913, following the massive defeats in the Balkans 
in 1912, and the loss of most of the European part of the 
Empire, the CUP took power. But instead of thinking of 
themselves as Ottomans — all Muslims regardless of race in a 
great Islamic empire — they were in effect Turkish nationalists, 
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and this began an unfortunate process of alienating the non- 
Turkish, but still loyally Muslim, parts of the Empire. 

The CUP dated back to the late 1880s, with a formal 
beginning in 1889. It was concentrated initially in the Third 
Army, based in the still Ottoman-ruled Balkans. (Not all the 
army supported them however). It was not until 1913 that 
they became an effective political party. The CUP were in 
essence a triumvirate — Cemal Pasha, initially Navy Minister, 
then Governor of Syria,Talaat Pasha, who became Minister of 
the Interior, and Enver Pasha, perhaps the most important of 
them all, who now became War Minister. As Justin McCarthy 
puts it in The Ottoman Peoples and the End of Empire , this triple 
sharing of power helped, as no one man could claim to be 
dictator. 

Had the Ottoman Empire not gone to war in 1914, the 
tendency of the CUP to place a premium on Turkish identity 
over Ottoman might eventually have led to ruptures that 
could, in the long run, have proved fatal to imperial unity. But 
even here, one must remember that most of the Arabs stayed 
loyal to the Ottomans even after the so-called Arab Revolt in 
1916. Moreover it was British and Australian military might 
that eventually destroyed the Ottomans, despite spectacular 
Turkish victories at Gallipoli and Kut. One could thus argue 
that while the Ottomans were indeed the sick men of Europe 
- they had only a slither of territory left in Europe, comprising 
their possessions in Thrace, by 1914 — elsewhere in that same 
year the long-term prospects were good. Although they had 
lost territory in the First Balkan War of 1912, in which Serbia, 
Greece, Bulgaria, Romania and Montenegro formed a 
coalition to win territory from the Ottoman Empire and 
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expel it from Europe, in the Second Balkan War in 1913 
(Bulgaria against its former allies over the division of the 
spoils), the Ottomans were swift to take advantage of the 
falling-out of its former enemies, and thus regained much of 
Thrace. 

Not only that, but as Alan Palmer points out in The Decline and 
Fall of the Ottoman Empire there were those in senior positions in 
Istanbul who wanted an alliance with the British, with two CUP 
delegates sent to London in 1908 as negotiators. Sir Edward 
Grey, the British Foreign Secretary, turned down their request, 
with all the consequences that followed from that in 1914. (He 
was against such alliances in principle, and was wary of whether 
or not the Ottoman reformers could ever fully overcome the 
corruption). Despite this, some Ottoman dignitaries remained 
sympathetic to the British, including Kamil Pasha, the last pre- 
CUP Grand Vizier, whom the British helped to flee in 1913. 

It is not therefore, necessary to agree with the other deeply 
controversial theories of Efraim and Inari Karsh, in their book 
Empires of the Sand , over the way in which the Ottoman 
Empire ended. (Many writers, as we have seen, consider they 
denigrate the Arabs.) They state — and on this I agree — that it 
was the single decision of the Ottomans to join Germany 
against the Allies in 1914 that doomed the Empire. (The Karsh 
theories will be considered in the next chapter). But as that 
decision might not have been as inevitable as we now suppose, 
neither was the end of the Ottoman Empire inevitable, 
certainly not in the way that it happened, namely that of an 
Empire defeated by external European forces. Combine this 
with the fact that Russia was now Britain’s ally principally 
against Germany, and the fate of the Empire was sealed, as the 
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British Prime Minister, Herbert Asquith, reminded his 
audience in the London Guildhall, in late 1914. 

But had the Ottomans stayed neutral — as Turkey did for 
most of the Second World War, before joining the Allies in 
1945 — then the Russians would have had no excuse to attack 
Ottoman territory.Without that, the British and French would 
have had no cause to partition the Empire, as they did notori¬ 
ously in 1916, and things could have been radically different. 

The decline of the Ottoman Empire: Orientalism 
and after 

What one might describe as the ‘What Went Wrong?’ school 
of thought tends to argue that 1683, the second Ottoman 
failure to capture Hapsburg Vienna and expand the Empire 
marks one of the key turning points in history. It is true, on the 
one hand, that proponents of this view — as we saw in the 
preface — tend to exaggerate the relative decline of the Middle 
East over time. But 1683 can be considered as good a date in 
which to see the beginning of the decay of Muslim political 
and military power in relation to that of the West, underlined 
by the Treaty of Carlowitz in 1699. (It should be added that 
this does not contradict what was said earlier about the fall of 
Baghdad to the Mongols in 1258, and the sad decline of Arabic 
culture and civilization that flowed from it.) 

This view, which Bernard Lewis defends in books such as 
The Crisis of Islam , seems to be the commonsense version of 
history. By the nineteenth century the once mighty Ottoman 
Empire only failed to be conquered by the Russians because 
the Western powers did not let them. 
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However, to hold such an opinion is, in the eyes of the late 
Edward Said, to be an ‘Orientalist’, to look at the Middle East 
through Eurocentric eyes. Said was an Egyptian-raised 
Palestinian—Christian, Protestant rather than one of the many 
varieties of Catholic found among the Palestinian population, 
and of Lebanese ancestry. He was a professor of English 
Literature, not history, and spent most of his working life in the 
USA. As a result of Said’s best-known work. Orientalism , Lewis 
is now strongly criticized for being one of the worst offenders 
in the Orientalist canon. 

To Said, the West portrayed the Middle East as the ‘Orient’, 
but more importantly as the exotic and alien ‘other’, an alto¬ 
gether different place from the West. Not only that, but to Said, 
one could not separate the way in which Western scholars 
looked at the Orient from European colonialism, the two things 
going together like a hand in a glove. This work has also now 
spawned a whole new sub-discipline, namely post-colonial 
studies, and also ‘subaltern studies’ — the idea that colonial 
history is best studied from the viewpoint of the colonized 
rather than from that of the inevitably Western colonial powers. 

Much of this makes sense especially the study of history after 
the start of Western colonization. The Western conquest of 
most of Africa began in the late nineteenth century. In the 
Middle East, the Western invasion started de jure in the early 
twentieth, although on the periphery of the Ottoman Empire 
Algeria had been lost as early as 1830 and the British had taken 
de facto control of Egypt in 1882, although they did not seize 
it formally until 1914. 

Unfortunately Said dates ‘Orientalism’ to much earlier — 
even going back to the Middle Ages in some of his analysis 
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when Spain, for example, was attempting to free itself from 
being a colony rather than the other way around. 

In his Islam and the West Lewis defends himself, correctly I 
think, by saying that much of what Said says is inaccurate or 
simply unfair. Not only that, but the facts indicate a major 
decline relative to the West starting after 1683, and all the more 
so after 1798, when Napoleon seized Egypt. 

Perhaps a better place to understand Said, however, is in 
another book of his altogether, one in which Lewis is hardly 
mentioned. This is his later work, Covering Islam. Here the 
major criticism of Lewis is anonymous, in a two-page 
quotation in the third chapter from one of Lewis’ articles. He 
particularly dislikes what Lewis writes about the lack of intel¬ 
lectual curiosity shown by inhabitants of the Middle East 
towards European archaeologists who seek to dig up the past 
of the countries in question. 

However, I think that the real issue here is twofold. First of 
all, people in closed communities, without access to outside 
knowledge, have enormous difficulties in gaining intellectual 
concepts of matters denied to them by their totalitarian rulers. 

It is true, just to think of one example, that many in the 
Middle East even today believe the lies of that infamous nine¬ 
teenth-century Russian secret police anti-Semitic forgery, The 
Protocols of the Elders of Zion. But then so too did millions of 
people in Tsarist Russia, for whom it was invented, and in Nazi 
Germany under Hitler. Ignorance of the outside world was 
also fairly universal in the days before mass education, and 
communication, and that applies as much to those living in the 
West as it does to those in the Islamic world. 
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But perhaps the real difference of view has nothing what¬ 
soever to do with past events and whether the Ottoman 
Empire was, or was not, in a state of decline, but over more 
recent twentieth-century and contemporary issues much 
closer to home. 

The fact that, after September 11, 2001 Lewis advised the 
Bush administration on Middle Eastern affairs, something that 
in and of itself has nothing to do with historiography, but 
which has only, alas, exacerbated the situation. Lewis has 
become part of the American culture wars, with neo-conser¬ 
vatives such as Vic tor Davis Hanson praising him, and followers 
of Said the opposite. In other words, Lewis on the one hand 
and Said on the other are now often used as proxies, by intel¬ 
lectuals who disagree with one another about many things, the 
notion of‘Orientalism’ being merely one of them. 

(For non-American readers, the ‘culture wars’ is a term used in 
the USA in the ideological conflict between the culturally 
conservative right and the equally culturally liberal left — it is not 
just a political issue, as it is in other countries. James Davison 
Hunter, a sociology Professor at the University of Virginia, made 
the term famous in his academic study of the same name back in 
the 1980s, and it has stuck ever since. It now seems to apply to 
virtually every intellectual area possible, with protagonists on 
each side looking out carefully for signs of enemy activity). 

2006 saw the publication of For Lust of Knowing: The 
Orientalists and their Enemies. Helpfully in terms of the debate, its 
author Robert Irwin is British, and is thus someone not 
involved in internal American cultural/political debates. Irwin 
takes apart most of the arguments that Said uses, and does so on 
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historical grounds. To Irwin, much of what Said writes is sheer 
fantasy, with only a tenuous relationship to the actual past. 

For example, he shows that serious study of the Middle 
East, and of the Arabic language in particular, began in the 
seventeenth century This was long before Western imperial 
encroachment on the area, and was, historically, still at a time 
when Europe was far more scared of the power of the 
Ottomans than the other way around. Academic study of the 
‘Orient’ therefore long predates Western imperialism. 

Not only that, but Irwin shows that many of the leading 
‘Orientalists’ were German, and thus from a part of Europe 
that never colonized the Middle East. Irwin’s work is 
important as it completely demolishes the arguments upon 
which Said bases his work, and has been written by someone 
who has not been criticized by either side. 

Many older readers will know of the famous pastiche 
history book 1066 and All That. In this work, Charles I and the 
Cavaliers are called ‘wrong but wromantic’ (sic). I would argue 
that in many respects the same is true of Said’s work on 
Orientalism. Having heard him defend the Palestinian cause in 
front of an audience that comprised as many Jewish and Israeli 
students as Palestinian, it is hard not to be moved by his 
lifelong commitment to a noble cause. As Irwin reminds us, 
Said was as strongly and correctly opposed to the corrupt 
coterie around Yasser Arafat as against terrorism as a solution, 
and believed in genuine freedom for Palestinians, not the 
substitution of one kind of oppression for another. 

But the problem is that because it is easy to sympathize with 
him on that issue, people automatically buy into his critique of 
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Western studies of the Middle East as well. Yet the two issues 
are surely completely different. 

Post-colonialism has rightly become a major discipline, 
along with ‘subaltern studies’. Furthermore the fact that devas¬ 
tating critiques, say, of British rule in Kenya or of German 
oppression in what is now Namibia are all completely on 
target, does not in and of itself mean that Said was right in 
Orientalism , the book of his that set the ball rolling for such 
groundbreaking studies. In other words, the successors might 
be correct, but their originator is not. 

We cannot read the very real and thoroughly discreditable 
imperialism of the twentieth century back into the past, since 
in the seventeenth century the major imperial power, so far as 
the Middle East was concerned, was the Ottoman Empire, not 
Western Europe. Native Americans, South Asian Indians — all 
these people have every right to complain about Western 
seventeenth-century imperialism, since they were its victims. 
But the peoples of the Middle East were still under Islamic rule, 
and in much of the Balkans it was Europeans under Islamic rule 
and not the other way around, until into the twentieth century. 

It is perfectly permissible, therefore, to share Irwin’s 
conclusion that it is possible both to sympathize with Said on 
Palestine and at the same time believe that he seriously warped 
and misread history, with the result that much of the accuracy 
of Orientalism is thus deeply open to question. People can, I 
would put it, be noble, sincere, and wrong, all at the same time. 

All this manipulation of the past for present-day purposes is 
a shame, as the proxy wars being fought over past events make 
it much more difficult to look at the actual arguments over 
what happened and why in their own right. As indicated else- 
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where in this book, the issue here has nothing to do with the 
orient, or indeed with Islam per se , since in earlier times, the 
Islamic world was far ahead of the more backward West. 
Rather, it is concerned with size and the division of Europe 
into much smaller competing states. 

China, to use the example given in Joseph Needham’s 
multi-volume history of the science and technology of that 
country, also lost its lead over the West for a long time, because 
of the inevitably stultifying effects of an enormous empire 
that effectively closed itself off to outside interaction and 
ideas. What is interesting about the Golden Age of Islam is 
that there was a free market in ideas, one that for all intents 
and purposes did not exist to anything like the same extent 
after 1258. 

Now both China and Japan, and increasingly also India as 
well, are catching up very rapidly with the West, and might, as 
the twenty-first century progresses, overtake the West alto¬ 
gether. It could well be that the two to three centuries of 
Western intellectual paramountcy might prove to be a 
temporary blip in the longer history of non-Western 
supremacy It is in that context that I see the comparative rise 
and fall of the Ottomans in relation to the West, in a global 
perspective, and not through any occidentalist lens. 

Ian Buruma, the American-based British author of 
Occidentalism, wrote a review of Lewis s From Babel to Dragoman 
in the NewYorker .There Buruma points out that because Lewis 
praises the Bush administration’s policy on Iraq, it does not 
necessarily mean that he is mistaken about what he described 
in his massively influential 1990 Atlantic Monthly article as ‘The 
Roots of Muslim Rage’ — issues which will be examined 
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further in the final chapter. A similar point is made by Michael 
Hirsh in the Washington Monthly in 2004, which demonstrates 
that it is possible for Lewis to be wrong over twenty-first 
century Iraq but right about his major area of expertise, 
Turkey, and its predecessor, the Ottoman Empire. 

Buruma and Hirsh are surely correct. It is, or certainly 
should be possible to agree with Lewis about the post-1683 
decline of the Ottoman Empire in relation to the West, and 
have all kinds of different opinions about the rights and 
wrongs of American foreign policy in our own time. 

In my book Winston's Folly, published in the USA as 
Churchill's Folly, on Churchill’s creation of Iraq in 1921, it is 
made clear that Western attempts to meddle there have proved 
a disaster. At the time of writing it is too soon to say whether 
or not democracy will work in Iraq, although, now that we 
have intervened, however mistakenly, we must hope it will 
now prove to be a success. So for readers for whom such things 
are important, I agree fully with Lewis on the seventeenth 
century, but differ with him on American policy in the 
twenty-first. 

Nor is Lewis right in seeing the Middle East as a place of 
failure. The UN-sponsored Arab World Human Development 
Report shows that the woes of parts of the Middle East are self- 
inflicted — political oppression, poor literacy and the 
suppression of women being the main causes given by the Arab 
authors of the report. On the other hand, some parts of the 
region, like Dubai, are prospering economically, and Jordan 
does not have anything like the same kind of religious/gender 
oppression found in Saudi Arabia. Not only that, but other 
parts of the Islamic world, such as Malaysia and Indonesia, are 
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well ahead of the Middle East economically, so Islam is clearly 
not a factor. 

But the Middle East is also the place of origin of Judaism 
and Christianity, the region where the Pharaohs ruled, and a 
place that was miles ahead of the West in terms of medicine, 
knowledge and technology for centuries. The ‘triumph of the 
West’, in which Irwin argues those such as Lewis believe, could 
therefore be brief. In other words, the ‘Orient’, if such a thing 
can be said to exist, is not the ‘other’, because we in the West 
owe our civilization to the Middle East. We are, if you like, its 
Western descendant, and we cannot therefore by definition be 
the ‘other’ to something from which we ourselves descend. 
The world is a much smaller place that we think, far more 
interconnected and mutually interdependent. 




THE FALL OFTHE OTTOMANS AND 
THE BIRTH OF A NEW MIDDLE EAST 


Turkey’s choice 

The fall of the Ottoman Empire is the key to the shape of 
today’s Middle East. Since September 11, 2001 it has also 
affected the West, since the restoration of the Islamic Caliphate 
that accompanied the Sultan’s title is one of the main aims of 
Islamic terror groups worldwide. 

In 1998 and in many pronouncements since, Osama bin 
Laden began to refer to the ‘suffering of the past 80 years.’ 
Since we are used to statements from Palestinian nationalists, 
and their anger over the creation of Israel in 1948—50 not 80 
years before 1998 — this might at first seem puzzling. But 
although bin Laden has now added the Palestinian cause to his 
list of grievances, it was indeed to the events of 1918 to which 
he was referring, namely the defeat of the Ottoman Empire. 

In the twenty-first century we live with the consequences - 
Islamic terrorism, Palestine vs. Israel, the intifada, the war in 
Iraq, Saudi petrodollars, and even the wars in Europe’s 
backyard, in Bosnia and Kosovo. All these stem from the 
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Ottoman Empire s demise. In the same way that historians 
have attributed the Second World War to the unfinished 
business of Versailles in 1919, we can do the same with the 
results of the Ottoman defeat in 1918 in relation to the 
conflict in the contemporary Middle East. 

While writing this chapter, Hamas, the radical Islamic 
group, won the Palestinian elections, to considerable comment 
in both the Middle East and the West. Although too early to 
predict the consequences of their victory, it has certainly 
increased the stakes in the Palestinian conflict, since Hamas, 
unlike the more secular PLO, rejects the very right of Israel to 
exist. Thus do the decisions of the Allies back in 1918—21 still 
reverberate strongly. 

At the beginning of this book a warning was given against 
the dangers of reading the present back into the past. The 
history ofboth World Wars is a classic example of writing what 
happened in the light of the known ending. There were many 
times, beloved of counter-factual historians who love to 
explore different endings, when both wars could have easily 
gone the other way. We are very aware of this in relation to the 
wars against Germany, how 1914 nearly repeated the French 
defeat of 1870, and how the actual defeat of France in 1940 
almost led, had the Battle of Britain gone the other way, to a 
British disaster as well. In both wars the intervention of the 
USA made all the difference towards the final Allied victory. 

In the Second World War, the immense, and sadly all-too- 
easily-forgotten, bravery of the Red Army made the crucial 
difference to the outcome of the war in Europe. But in the 
First World War, the Russians were, for all intents and purposes, 
defeated, with the Soviet decision in 1917 to cease fighting. 
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The Russian juggernaut, so crucial to victory in 1944—45, 
played no such role in Allied victory by 1918. 

The historian John Charmley argued in his book review in 
the Guardian of Winston’s Folly on 27 November 2005 that 
the Ottoman defeat was by no means inevitable. This is surely 
correct, for the reasons that we saw in the last chapter. In fact 
we are so used to the nineteenth-century story of the Sick 
Man of Europe that we tend to see history from 1798 
onwards as leading to the Empire’s inexorable disappearance. 
But such a view, while understandable, is mistaken. Yes, the 
Ottoman Empire did fall in 1918, to be abolished in 1922 
(and the Caliphate in 1924). But nothing that happened was 
foreordained. 

. To begin with, what proved fatal to the Empire was the 
decision of the Young Turk dominated government to join 
Germany, and the other Central Powers, in the autumn of 
1914, some weeks after the war in the rest of Europe had 
already begun. This was a major shift in policy, since the 
Ottomans had traditionally been friendly with both Britain 
and France. But as these two powers were now allied to the 
traditional Ottoman enemy, the Russian Empire, the strategic 
situation had thus changed from the Ottoman perspective. In 
addition, the Kaiser of Germany had been actively courting 
the Ottoman Government, and the Germans helped to train 
the Ottoman army in the same way as the British had been 
giving active assistance to their fleet. 

Here Churchill made a foolish move. Turkey had ordered 
two brand-new battleships — Dreadnoughts — from Britain. But 
when war broke out Churchill, as First Lord of the Admiralty, 
impounded them for the Royal Navy, which infuriated the 
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Turks. Germany, seeing an opportunity, promptly gave two of 
its battleships that were at the time in Ottoman territorial 
waters to the Ottoman government. This proved immensely 
popular, and combined with the close links now being estab¬ 
lished between German officers and the Ottoman military 
elite, enhanced German-Ottoman relations. Churchills major 
diplomatic blunder had played straight into the hands of those 
Young Turks, such as Enver Pasha, who wanted the Ottomans 
to switch allegiance to Germany. 

Had the Turks decided to stay neutral, as they chose to do 
for all but the last few weeks of the Second World War when 
they joined the Allies at the end in 1945, there would have 
been no defeat. Without losing a war, the Empire could well 
have tottered on for several more years, and then, possibly, have 
imploded from within rather than being conquered from 
without. 

Now however the Ottoman government was firmly allied 
to Germany and Austria-Hungary, and since these two powers 
were on the losing side, the Ottomans were to be as well, albeit 
in the long run rather than the short term, as we shall now see. 

Two things could, even after the Ottomans took their fatal 
decision, have still resulted in the war going the other way. 
These are the Desert Revolt, in which Arab rebels, with 
British help, fought against their fellow Muslim overlords, and 
secondly, the consequences of the Ottoman victories over the 
Allies at both Gallipoli and Kut, a town to the south of 
Ctesiphon, on the riverTigris. 

With the revolt in the desert, we are misled, especially by 
the self-propagated legend of Lawrence of Arabia, not to 
mention the nature of the revolt itself. For, as historians such as 
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David Fromkin and Efraim and Inari Karsh have demonstrated 
— along with recent, non-hagiographical biography of T.E. 
Lawrence by Michael Asher — the whole story of The Seven 
Pillars of Wisdom is more fantasy than truth. It is not just a case 
of events happening very differently from the way that 
Lawrence portrays them, though that is now probably the case. 
It is also the uncomfortable fact that most Arabs did not join the 
revolt and were happy to continue under Ottoman rule. In terms of 
what happened later in the Middle East, this is important to 
remember, as it has twenty-first century consequences. 


War against the Ottomans: Gallipoli and Iraq 

When war broke out in late 1914, the British decided to attack 
the Ottomans on two fronts. The first, and far more famous 
assault, reflected the daring of its inventor, Winston Churchill, 
the First Lord of the Admiralty. 

If one looks at a map, it is clear that the Ottoman capital, 
Istanbul, was highly vulnerable to a seaborne attack, through 
the Dardanelles and into the Bosphorous. Capture the capital 
city, and the whole empire could fall quickly. Churchill, with 
his usual flair for thinking the unthinkable, realized this and 
began planning a sea and land invasion to finish off the 
Ottomans in one bold stroke. 

Flad he been successful, there is little doubt that the war 
could have ended much more quickly, millions of lives would 
have been saved, and events would have taken a radically 
different turn.The British and French could then have opened 
up a second front against Germany’s more precarious ally, 
Bulgaria, which would in turn have meant that the Germans 
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would be fighting a war on three fronts: in the Balkans, in the 
West, and in the East. This might in turn have helped sustain 
the increasingly rotten edifice of Tsarist Russia, which was to 
collapse in 1917, in large part as a result of the corrupt and 
gross mismanagement of the war. 

Had it succeeded, as the Cabinet Office War Rooms 
Museum in London reminds us, Churchill might even have 
become Prime Minister sooner rather than later. As it was, the 
inefficiency, inter-service rivalry and lack of co-ordination, 
and numerous other factors doomed the British, Australian 
and New Zealand forces trying to capture the Dardanelles 
from the very beginning. Almost as soon as they had landed at 
Gallipoli, the invasion started to go wrong, and after much 
carnage the Allies had ignominiously to withdraw. 

Here it is fair to say that although Gallipoli is remembered 
with much bitterness in Australia and New Zealand, since the 
ANZAC forces suffered huge casualties, many British lives 
were lost as well. It was, in short, a military disaster for the 
West, and for Churchill s career in particular. He lost his post in 
the Government, and the Secretary of State for India, Austen 
Chamberlain, had to resign over Kut. It only confirmed the 
view that many held of Churchill as a rash, self-promoting 
adventurer, whose reckless gamble had needlessly cost far too 
many lives. While there is much truth in this, the real tragedy is 
that if his stroke of the imagination had succeeded, far more 
lives would have been saved on all fronts of the war than were 
lost in the Gallipoli debacle; in addition the main assault on the 
Ottoman Empire would not have had to wait another two 
years and one of the worst incidents of the war could have 
been averted, namely the massacre of the Armenians. This still 
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rankles, with the whole subject remaining a strong taboo in 
twenty-first century Turkey, as we shall see. 

It was not just Western bungling that led to the disaster. The 
West seriously underestimated their Ottoman enemy, as they 
would do at several other battles; they had witnessed Ottoman 
forces losing to Balkan armies in 1912—13, and made the 
probably racist assumption to the effect that European armies 
were innately superior to those of Turkish origin.This proved 
very far indeed from being the case: Turkish soldiers proved 
themselves to be some of the very best in the world, and 
consistently so throughout the conflict. 

In addition Western leaders were ignorant, until too late, of 
the brilliant generalship of the Ottoman commander, a Turkish 
general from the Greek part of the Empire called Mustapha 
Kemal (later Kemal Ataturk) who would ironically win a 
major war over the Greeks in 1922. He learned many lessons 
from his victory, and would soon put them to excellent use. 

Gallipoli was not the only British disaster against the Turks. 
Less remembered today, but no less important, was the equally 
major loss to the Ottomans of the siege of Kut. This was a 
town in Mesopotamia to which the British commanded 
troops — a mix of British and Indian — were obliged to 
withdraw ignominiously after being hammered by strategi¬ 
cally superior Turkish troops just outside Baghdad at 
Ctesiphon. 

The British commander, Sir Charles Townsend, had 
become famous years earlier through his brave leadership in 
1895 of the British forces besieged in Chitral, a town on the 
Indian north-west Frontier. Now, in 1915, he was asked to lead 
an army all the way from Basra, the port town that the British 
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had captured easily, to Baghdad, the capital of the Ottoman 
vilayet (province) of the same name. 

(It is important to remember that no such state as Iraq 
existed in 1915 since all the borders of the present day Middle 
East are the artificial, post-1918, creation of the European 
powers). 

This was a tall order; the temperature was often well over 
100°F, the British and Indian soldiers were drastically under¬ 
equipped and the troops lacked the protection needed both 
from the excessive heat and from the ravages of upset 
stomachs. The best way forward was by boat, but apart from 
inadequate local barges no major transport ships were 
available. Nor were there really enough troops for the job, such 
were the arrogant assumptions of Western superiority over 
Ottoman troops. 

But despite these numerous shortcomings — of which 
Townsend was not unaware — the British/Indian flotilla began 
its slow journey up the Euphrates in the autumn of 1915. 

Initial progress seemed most promising - by November 
they had captured some key towns along the river, and had 
reached Ctesiphon, the ancient capital of the Sassanian Empire 
that had been destroyed by Muhammad in the seventh 
century. But here everything began seriously to unravel. The 
actual battle at Ctesiphon in November 1915, can best be 
described as a draw. But Townsend realized that he did not 
now have anywhere near enough troops to proceed on to 
Baghdad, since the Ottoman positions were exceptionally well 
fortified. Once again, Turkish troops showed that they easily 
matched their opponents and were the equal of any European 
army 
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Townsend therefore retreated to the town of Kut with all 
his wounded, many of whom died en route because there were 
not proper stretchers to convey them. But the Anglo-Indian 
army was no sooner embedded at Kut than it was surrounded 
by Ottoman troops.The siege of Kut, the longest in the history 
of the British army, had begun. Townsend, with his victory at 
Chitral, knew all about sieges, and in theory a relief force 
should have been swiftly upon its way to relieve the garrison. 
This however proved not to be the case. 

For as month after month went by, no relieving force came, 
and when some finally arrived, several months later, they were 
utterly unable to dislodge the Turks, break through along the 
Euphrates, and rescue their besieged comrades. So after five 
months of attrition, starvation and utter despair,Townsend was 
forced to surrender to the Turks. 

This was a military catastrophe for the British, one of the 
very worst in the history of the British Empire. Worse still, 
while Townsend and some of the top officers were taken to 
luxury imprisonment in Constantinople, the vast bulk of the 
ordinary soldiers endured forced marches across the desert 
into captivity, with many dying in the blistering sun en route. 

But far worse than any British suffering in Mesopotamia or 
Australian losses in Gallipoli was the massacre of hundreds of 
thousands of innocent Armenian civilians by Turkish soldiers 
and also by Kurdish auxiliary forces.This was, as has now been 
realized, the first genocide of the twentieth century. Since the 
Turks escaped any responsibility for this atrocity, Hitler in the 
1930s sometimes asked, 4 Who remembers the Armenians?’ 
Sadly all too few people do — it is the forgotten Holocaust, 
even though it was every bit as savage as that of the Jews in the 
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1940s and the tragically, equally forgotten near-million who 
died in the Iran—Iraq war of the 1980s, together with those 
many more whose lives were adversely affected by it. 

As recently as 2005, the Turkish author Orhan Pamuk came 
very close to being prosecuted and imprisoned for telling the 
truth about the Armenian massacres, so sensitive a topic does 
this remain in twenty-first century Turkey The American best¬ 
seller The Burning Tigris by Peter Balakian, about the massacres, 
shows that the Armenians have every much right to be 
remembered as genocide victims as their equally tragic Jewish 
counterparts twenty and more years later. 


Carving up the Middle East: the Sykes-Picot 
Agreement and the Balfour Declaration 

As we saw from the earlier bin Laden statement, the Arab sense 
of betrayal, stemming from the First World War, remains acute 
to this day. In discussing this part of Middle Eastern history, we 
are entering a historiographical minefield! Who said what to 
whom has become part of the debate on the foundation of the 
state of Israel, since without the decisions made by British and 
French soldiers and politicians in this period, the very exis¬ 
tence of Jewish state might never have taken place. 

Efraim and Inari Karsh, in their highly influential (and thus 
equally controversial) Empires of the Sand show that the 
sequence of events leading to the Arab Revolt, and the actual 
fighting itself, was also very different from the popular version. 
Their argument in a nutshell is that the key Arab players were 
not betrayed pawns, as David Lean s 1962 film Laurence of Arabia 
and Arab myth would have us believe, but active participants in 
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a complex series of games in which they won some and lost 
some. In other words, they argue that the powerful Arab/ 
Islamic sense of victimization that has permeated the Middle 
East for decades is from this perspective unjustifiable. 

This is what has made their work so debatable, and in reality 
a step too far.The situation, while easy to explain, was actually 
more subtle than that, and the Arabs do have good cause to feel 
at least some grievance at what happened next. 

When the British found themselves at war with the Ottoman 
Empire, they also found themselves with two major problems. In 
some ways the least important was the geographical/security 
issue — the protection of the Suez Canal route to Asia. This was 
the vital artery to the Raj, the Jewel in the British Crown. It had 
to be defended, and so holding on to Egypt became vital. 

(Two British historians, Ronald Robinson and Jack 
Gallagher, argued in their book Africa and the Victorians that this 
also led to the decision to colonize vast swathes of Africa in the 
late nineteenth century. While debatable, it does show the 
critical importance of the Suez Canal route to India, some¬ 
thing that obsessed the British imperial class for many decades, 
right down to the Suez crisis of 1956.This was nine years after 
the granting of independence to India, but still at a time when 
Britain had a large presence in East Asia). 

Procuring the safety of the Suez Canal in 1914 proved easy. 
Nominal Ottoman suzerainty over Egypt was replaced with a 
British Protectorate, which made the country into the British- 
ruled state it had been to all intents and purposes for the 
previous 30 years. All Ottoman attempts to seize both Egypt 
and the canal failed — the British position remained safe 
throughout the war. 
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There was, however, a much bigger problem that worried 
the new Secretary of State for War, Lord Kitchener. This was 
the presence in the British Empire of tens of millions of 
Muslim subjects. While these were mainly in India (which in 
those days included present-day Pakistan and Bangladesh), 
other imperial possessions also had large Muslim populations, 
from Kenya with an Islamic minority through to the Malay 
states and their large Muslim majorities. The same applied to 
the Russian Empire, which had from the late eighteenth 
century onwards similarly acquired millions of Muslim 
subjects, from Chechnya to Samarkand. France, too, ruled over 
large swathes of Muslim Africa, including Algeria and terri¬ 
tories such as the present-day Senegal. 

When the Ottomans declared war on Britain and Russia, 
the Sultan, simultaneously, in his capacity as Caliph and 
Commander of the Faithful, also issued a fatwa, declaring jihad 
on the Empire s enemies. (This move was done with enthusi¬ 
astic German support). Had the numerous Muslim subjects of 
the British, French and Russian Empires obeyed the call to 
overthrow their Christian overlords, the effects would have 
been catastrophic for the three European imperial powers.The 
suppression of vast rebellions would have taken more 
manpower than was available, quite apart from draining vitally 
needed resources from the war in Europe against Germany. In 
fact such revolts never happened. For Britain this was espe¬ 
cially fortunate, since thousands of soldiers were drawn from 
the Indian Army, who fought not just in Asia, but also on the 
Western Front. 

But we have hindsight, and Kitchener did not. He had the 
problem of not only preventing rebellion, but also of persuading 
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Muslim troops under British rule to fight against their spiritual 
leader, the Caliph, since that same person was also the enemy 
Sultan. 

Here, as David Fromkin, the Karshes and others, have 
shown, came the opportunity for which the leaders of the 
ambitious Hashemite clan of the Hijaz had been waiting for so 
long. 

The great Abbasid dynasty, as has been shown, was drawn 
from the tribe of the Prophet Muhammad himself — the 
Quraysh. However, plenty of members of the Prophet’s own 
immediate clan, the Hashemites, still existed. Much revered in 
the Muslim world on account of their blood kinship with 
Islam’s founder, members of the Hashemite clan had been 
chosen over many years as custodians of the two holiest 
Muslim shrines, in Mecca and Medina. Bona fide descendants 
of the Prophet were known — as they still are - as sharifs, and 
the Sharif of Mecca and Medina was the official guardian of 
the two cities. At the beginning of the twentieth century, the 
current holder of the post was Sharif Hussein, of the 
Hashemite clan. 

We now know that he dreamed of restoring a large Arab 
empire, not perhaps as vast as that of his Abbasid ancestors, but 
certainly including all the Arab parts of the Ottoman Empire. 
Sharing his ambitions were his sons, the most important being 
Abdullah and Feisal, the latter spending much of his time in 
Istanbul as a representative in the Ottoman parliament. 

Even before Britain and the Ottoman Empire went to war, 
Abdullah visited Cairo, to see if the British would help with 
the Hashemite goal of liberating the Arabs from Ottoman rule. 
Here the story begins to be controversial, as authors such as 
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Efraim Karsh and Inari Karsh attribute the machinations of 
the Hashemites to personal ambition rather than their 
professed goal of liberating the Arabs from Turkish oppression. 
At this distance, and without sufficient firm documentation, it 
is perhaps impossible to tell - and there is no reason why 
Abdullah and his family could not have had both ambitions, 
personal and ethnic, at the same time. Few of us always have 
pure motives in all that we do and there is no reason to 
suppose that the Hashemites were any exception, so there 
seems no reason not to give them the benefit of the doubt, 
something that Empires of the Sand chooses not to do. 

But whatever the motivation, the British authorities in 
Egypt realized that a golden opportunity was presenting itself, 
all the more so when war was declared. Here it is important to 
remember that the British now spoke in two distinct voices. 
For those in London and Cairo, winning the war was the 
essential objective, especially on the all-important Western 
Front. Anything that could help achieve this was worthwhile, 
including talking to Arabs prepared to help against the 
Ottoman enemy 

For the Raj however, moves that helped nationalists of any 
description were unhelpful.While Gandhi was not as famous as 
he was soon to become, ideas of independence from imperial 
overlords were not seen as something to be encouraged, espe¬ 
cially as would make British rule in India more difficult to 
maintain. While British troops in Cairo were commanded from 
London, those in the Middle East in general, including thou¬ 
sands of Indian Army troops, were under the Raj. 

Kitchener realized the potential of a direct descendant of 
the Prophet Muhammad leading a rebellion against the 
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Ottomans. No one could accuse the Sharif of Mecca of being 
un-Islamic, and any British conspiracy in which he was 
involved could thus be defended on religious grounds. From 
the Hashemite point of view, they had nowhere remotely near 
the resources to overthrow Ottoman rule themselves. 
However, aided by no less than the British Empire anything 
might be possible. British wartime necessities and Hashemite 
dynastic/ethnic ambitions thus combined in an alliance of 
convenience against the mutual Ottoman enemy. 

On one thing the Lawrence legend is correct — the British 
were duplicitous. But the actual picture is far more complex 
than the simplicities of The Seven Pillars of Wisdom or Lawrence 
of Arabia. The India Office wanted the Arab lands to be British 
ruled. If a suitable Maharajah-style figure could be interposed 
between the British and the natives, that would be fine so long 
as the British were the real rulers, as in certain of the Princely 
States in the Raj, such as Hyderabad or Mysore. 

However, also in 1914, the British also had allies and a war in 
Europe to win. This meant being nice to the French and the 
Tsarist Russians. It also meant giving part of the Austro- 
Hungarian enemy to the Italians, as a bribe to switch sides. This 
succeeded. Italy entered the war against her own former Allies 
Austria-Hungary, Germany, Bulgaria and the Ottoman Empire. 

Italy was also promised some Ottoman territory, mainly in 
the Aegean — the island of Rhodes, which should by rights 
have gone to Greece, is one example. But when it came to 
carving up the Arab Ottoman territories, the spoils were to go 
to Britain, France and Russia. 

This was the infamous deal named after its two organizers - 
the professional French colonial official, M. Georges Picot, and 
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the amateur diplomat, the British aristocrat, Sir Mark Sykes. 
Both were, in their own ways, old Middle East hands, and in 
early 1916 they duly produced what their masters wanted — a 
carve-up of the Arab territories of the Ottoman Empire. 

This was old-fashioned imperialism of the worst kind. 
Although the agreement allowed for an Arab-ruled state, such 
an entity would still have been under the protection of 
European governments, and would certainly not have been 
the genuinely independent Arab kingdom dreamed of by 
Hussein and by the Arab nationalists. In essence, Britain, 
France and Russia would take over much of the Ottoman 
Empire and rule most of it themselves — there was no room 
here for Hussein s wishes, or for anything that he thought that 
the British High Commissioner in Egypt, Sir Henry 
McMahon, had promised him. 

Sykes-Picot gave Britain the two Ottoman vilayets of Basra 
and Baghdad outright, and France the Lebanese and Syrian 
coastlines. Palestine, which many people wanted, was to be put 
under international rule, which would include the still- 
imperial Russia. (This was before President Woodrow Wilson 
of the USA had created his idea of a League of Nations, as 
America was still neutral at this stage). In the middle was an 
Arab zone under British and French protectorate — with the 
French getting the oil-rich Mosul vilayet of what is now Iraq, 
and some of the Kurdish areas of present-day Turkey. Britain 
gained what is now Jordan. 

(Russia’s main gains were to be their long desired presence 
in Constantinople and some territorial gains in the Caucasus). 

Needless to say, all this contradicted what Sir Henry 
McMahon had agreed with the Sharif of Mecca. In essence, in 
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a correspondence between McMahon and Sharif Hussein — 
regrettably not all of which still exists — McMahon promised a 
large new territory to the Hashemites with no mention of 
French and British zones, and which looked to Hussein as if 
the British were giving him nearly all of what he dreamed. 
This, of course, completely contradicted the other British 
policy of carving up the area with their French, and initially 
also Russian, European allies. It is this feeling that the British 
were duplicitous — saying one thing to Arabs to enlist their 
support against the Turks, and another to their French co¬ 
belligerents - that has caused the story of the great British 
betrayal to arise, and not without reason. 

At the time, Hussein, believing the British, launched the 
rebellion against his Ottoman overlords that we now know as 
the Arab Revolt. In reality it was a sideshow despite the aura of 
romance associated with it in Lawrence of Arabia s memoirs. 

This point, while perhaps new to many, was in fact estab¬ 
lished back in the 1950s by the London University historian 
Elie Kedourie, and was eventually published in book form in 
his work The Chatham House Version. Needless to say, it too is 
controversial, since it substantially reduces the impact made 
upon the course of the war by the Arab forces under the 
nominal command of Hussein s son Feisal, and helped by 
Lawrence and the British. On their own, the Arabs involved 
were certainly able to annoy the Ottomans, but all the major 
victories that were eventually to be won were by British, 
Australian, Indian and other regular troops on the two fronts, 
Egypt/Palestine, and Mesopotamia. 

However, unfortunately for the British and French, the 
Tsarist regime was overthrown in the first of the revolutions in 
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Russia in 1917. The second uprising saw Lenin and the 
Bolsheviks seize power by promising to take Russia out of the 
war against Germany. They surrendered substantial territory — 
including todays Ukraine — to the Germans and concluded 
the war formally in the Treaty ofBrest Litovsk in 1918. 

(Thankfully 1917 also saw American entry into the war, and 
this considerably offset much of the damage caused by Russian 
withdrawal). 

The Bolsheviks refused to sign up to any imperialist agree¬ 
ments, and, to the embarrassment of Britain and France, they 
made public the Sykes-Picot Agreement of 1916, drawn up 
when the Russian Empire still existed and was fighting the 
Turks alongside its British and French allies. Needless to say, 
the difference between the Sykes-Picot plan and the Hussein- 
McMahon correspondence became apparent to all. 

Many Arabs felt betrayed at the time, and have continued to 
feel aggrieved ever since. Sykes-Picot has entered the infamy 
of Western imperialist treachery towards the Arabs, and has 
not been forgotten. This feeling was not entirely unjustified 
because, although the British were indeed duplicitous with 
their Arab ally Hussein, they simultaneously began to regret 
just how much they had conceded to the French. In fact, the 
situation was even more complex, as Margaret Macmillan 
(Lloyd George’s descendant) shows in Peacemakers, her book 
on the peace treaties. 

First of all, the leading British politician, Lord Curzon, 
himself no mean expert on India and the Middle East felt that 
the Sykes-Picot deal was ‘unfortunate’ from the beginning. 
More important, so did Lloyd George, and he was Prime 
Minister. In addition, it made no mention of any Jewish entity 
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in the lands that were to be taken after what everyone hoped 
would be the Ottoman defeat. But this precise point was at the 
heart of what became by far the most controversial offer of all, 
that by British Foreign Secretary Arthur Balfour, in a public 
letter to Lord Rothschild known as the Balfour Declaration of 
1917. In essence, this signified full British agreement to a 
Jewish homeland in Palestine, in what were then still Ottoman 
territories but already under British and Australian assault. 

This completely contradicted Sykes-Picot, under which 
the core of Palestine was to be in the international zone. If 
the Balfour Declaration Jewish-homeland plan was to work, 
however, the British would need to control Palestine directly, 
and the relevant parts of Sykes-Picot would need to be over¬ 
turned. The Declaration also flatly contradicted the promises 
made to Sharif Hussein, since the latter contained no 
mention of Jewish immigration to an area that Hussein 
thought was going to be under his own control. Here we 
cannot say that McMahon was being deceitful, since his 
correspondence predates Balfour’s decision on a Jewish 
homeland. But there is no question but that the latter 
promise was completely incompatible with the earlier 
pledges made to Hussein. This too is one of the major causes 
of the Arab sense of betrayal by the West that has vitiated the 
Middle East ever since, and from the Arab point of view, with 
due cause. 

By 1917, therefore, in terms of Sykes-Picot, Lloyd George, 
Curzon and other leading British politicians already with the 
ink barely dry, much regretted their decision to allot so much 
to the French. Furthermore, with the Russians out of the war, 
and in ideologically hostile hands, all concessions to the old 
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Tsarist regime were now worthless. Far from wanting to carve 
up the Middle East in accordance with the Sykes-Picot 
Agreement, Britain wanted now to grab as much of the area 
for herself as possible, including Palestine, where the Jews were 
to go, and Mosul, which Lloyd George suspected, correctly, of 
having large oil reserves. 

(It should be noted here that both Winston Churchill, soon 
to play a key role in the Middle East, and Curzon, Foreign 
Secretary after 1919, did not rate the oil reserves highly — and 
no major oil finds were made until the late 1920s. But Lloyd 
George was right, as we now know: Iraq, in the twenty-first 
century, is second only to Saudi Arabia in oil reserves.) 

So Britain, therefore, especially after 1917, wanted to do all 
possible to tear up Sykes-Picot and start afresh. If the British were 
duplicitous towards the Arabs — and there is a good case for saying 
so — Sykes-Picot had nothing to do with it, and the Lawrence 
legend that it was that agreement that betrayed the Arabs is 
wrong. This is because Sykes-Picot, from 1917 and the Balfour 
Declaration onwards, was no longer British policy. 

In other words, as shall become obvious, the West did betray 
the Arabs, but it was events after Sykes-Picot that caused that to 
take place, not that notorious agreement itself. Britain now 
wanted to seize as much Ottoman territory as possible, and for 
the French to have far less than was originally allocated in 
1916 by Sykes and Picot. There was also now the new 
dimension of the promise to the Jews for a homeland, some¬ 
thing that Lloyd George believed in strongly for religious 
reasons, as shown in the Duchess of Hamilton’s book God 
Guns and Israel The Arabs were going to be betrayed, but for 
reasons very different from those in the Lawrence legend and 
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Arab mythology, since Sykes-Picot was a dead letter almost as 
soon as it had been written. 

But in order to implement any plan for the Middle East, the 
Allies first had to beat their Ottoman foes. When Sir Mark 
Sykes and Georges Picot were meeting and drawing lines in 
the sand, the situation, from the Allied point of view, was going 
very badly. Not only that, but in some respects the Ottomans 
were actually winning. 


The Arab revolt and its aftermath 

By 1917 the British had finally learned the lessons of the 
debacles in Gallipoli and Kut. This time, with far better 
logistics, a two-pronged invasion was launched against the 
Ottoman Empire, the main thrust being from Egypt, under 
Lord Allenby, with a second in Mesopotamia. Both proved 
successful. Baghdad and Jerusalem were captured in 1917, and 
by 1918 the Ottoman Empire, like their German and Austro- 
Hungarian allies, was forced to surrender. 

There was one difference, however — whereas the German 
and Austrian empires disappeared, the Sultan initially remained, 
along with a vestigial Ottoman administration. Not only that, but 
events were certainly not asT.E. Lawrence and the myth of Arab 
betrayal have portrayed. This is entering contentious territory, 
since present day twenty-first century disputes are read back¬ 
wards, and history is used in contemporary political batdes. Since 
one of the most controversial of these is the struggle between the 
Arab world and Israel, the history of this period is a minefield. 

A treaty with the Ottoman Empire — the Treaty of Sevres - 
was finally signed in 1920. Not only did the Empire lose all its 
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Arab lands, but it was obliged to give territory to a new 
Armenian state — a Kurd state still being an unresolved issue — 
and, perhaps most controversial of all, cede large swathes of 
territory to Greece, including land around Smyrna, present- 
day Izmir. This proved profoundly controversial within the 
rump Ottoman lands. But unlike in Germany, the Turks 
rebelled and war broke out between the official government 
and the rebel army under Mustapha Kemal. 

Meanwhile, the British and French had not agreed among 
themselves what to do with the Arab territories. As we saw, 
Britain wanted to get out of as much of Sykes-Picot as possible, 
and to gain far more land than that agreement had allocated 
them. Fortunately for Lloyd George, Clemenceau, the French 
Prime Minister, was far more interested in crushing Germany 
than in creating a Levantine empire for France. It therefore 
proved easy for Britain to gain Mosul from the French zone, and 
to have Palestine under a British League of Nations mandate 
than under international rule.The sticking point was Syria, and 
it is here that the legend of the great Arab betrayal, beloved of 
people fromT.E. Lawrence to Osama bin Laden, really begins. 

It had been British and Australian forces that had liberated 
Arab territory from the Ottomans — not the campaign waged 
by Arab troops under Feisal and Lawrence that has become 
known as the Arab Revolt. In fact, historians, such as Efraim 
and Inari Karsh, Elie Kedourie and David Fromkin, have now 
proved that the Arab Revolt made virtually no military 
difference at all. Its real benefit was in public relations, since in 
terms of the war, Feisals troops were little more than an 
irritant. Not only that, but the key thing is that most of the Arabs 
stayed loyal to the Ottomans. 
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The importance of this cannot be over-emphasized. Not 
merely did the Arab Revolt change little, but most Arabs failed 
to support it. They were Muslims, and Ottoman rule had 
suited them fine. In fact, many of the early Arab nationalists 
were Christians, from Syria — including Michel Aflaq, the later 
founder of the Ba’ath Party, the Arab nationalist party through 
which Saddam Hussein ruled Iraq, and another branch of 
which rules Syria to this day. 

That is not to say that there were no Muslim Arab nation¬ 
alists. They certainly existed - but in Egypt, over which the 
British had established a protectorate in 1914, having, as we 
saw, effectively ruled it since 1882. But these - the Wafd (dele¬ 
gation) — were not anti-Ottoman, but wanted independence 
from Britain, their colonial overlord. 

Nor is this to overlook episodes such as the Arab capture of 
the Red Sea port of Aqaba in 1917, an incident considerably 
played up by Lawrence in The Seven Pillars of Wisdom, and in 
David Lean s film. It is not that the Arabs played no role, but 
rather that the actual effect that they had is much smaller than 
many before and since would like to attribute to them. 

So the people who wanted Arab independence from the 
Ottomans were, in essence, the Hashemite dynasty: King 
Hussein, who proclaimed the independence of the Hijaz, and 
his most important sons, Feisal, of the Arab Revolt, and 
Abdullah. 

Britain, as John Charmley has pointed out, traditionally 
ruled its empire through collaborators. The Maharajahs in 
India, the Sultans in Malaya, various Kings in Africa — all were 
part of the British policy of indirect rule. It was one of the 
reasons why the British were able to rule such a vast empire 
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with so few troops and officials, and at comparatively so little 
cost. 

In 1914 the Hashemites in effect offered themselves as 
Britain’s collaborators in the Arab world. They wanted to rule 
much of the Middle East, and Britain, as well as needing help 
in winning the war, needed an intermediary local ruler in 
classic British imperial style. Hashemite ambition and British 
necessity thus happily came together in 1918, when the post¬ 
war settlement was being worked out. 

Part of the legend of betrayal is evident in the scene set in 
Damascus in Lawrence of Arabia. Feisal had thought that he 
could be King of Syria, but the wicked British deprived him of 
power and broke all their promises to the Arab people. Such an 
argument certainly makes for powerful emotions, but it seri¬ 
ously compresses events, since Feisal was in Damascus for 
several months in increasing chaos until expelled by the 
French, a sense that you do not get from either watching the 
film or from Lawrence s autobiography. 

The legend, therefore, is in fact misleading. 

Left to themselves the British would have been happy for 
Feisal to stay in Damascus as King. However, while 
Clemenceau could cheerfully concede Palestine and Mosul to 
Britain, domestic opinion at home prevented him from simi¬ 
larly conceding Syria. So long as British troops controlled 
Damascus, Feisal was at liberty to stay, accept the Syrian 
throne, and do whatever he liked. When, however, in 1920, 
French forces took over, he was instantly expelled, and found 
himself stateless, with only Lawrence to plead his case. France 
generally believed in direct rule, and there was no room for 
puppet rulers in Syria or Lebanon. When the League of 
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Nations formally gave France the mandate, Feisal’s dreams 
ended. 

This was European realpolitik in action; it was not that the 
British were against Feisal, but more that they had to concede 
Syria to their French wartime ally, even though British and 
Australian troops had liberated the territory in 1917. Pleasing 
Clemenceau was strategically preferable to allowing Feisal to 
continue on the putative Syrian throne. 

Britain, however, still needed an intermediary ruler for its 
exclusively Arab mandate territories — Mesopotamia (now 
including Mosul) and Transjordan, the part of Palestine that 
was not open to Jewish settlement under the 1917 Balfour 
Declaration. By 1920 the need for a local collaborator had 
become especially pressing, particularly in the three 
Mesopotamian provinces, where a major anti-British rebellion 
had broken out, with not inconsiderable British casualties. 

Also by this time,Winston Churchill had returned to office, 
thanks to the patronage of David Lloyd George. As Secretary 
of State for War in 1920, Churchill realized that the British 
Empire was massively over-stretched, and simply did not have 
the ability to maintain, let alone pay for, a large army in the 
Middle East. Then in 1921 he became Colonial Secretary and, 
despite serious reservations by his officials, madeT.E. Lawrence 
one of his key advisers. 

Churchill believed in the British Empire. But he was also 
realistic, and understood that direct rule was no longer feasible. 
Britain had a debt of honour to the Hashemites, and Feisal, in 
particular, had a firm ally in both Lawrence, and in Gertrude 
Bell, an archaeologist who had become one of the mainstays of 
British policy in the region. They felt that they had let Feisal 
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down in Syria, and wanted to make it up to him. A local 
collaborator would save money, and in the Hashemites, such 
people were available. Britain could have its collaborator, and 
the debt to Feisal could be paid. 

As I showed in Winston’s Folly ( Churchill’s Folly in the US 
edition), Churchills main aim in 1921 was to save as much 
money as possible, while also saving British face. His 
knowledge of the area was woefully small; he had no idea 
about the difference between a Sunni and a Shia, for example, 
and while he sympathized with the Kurds, he never delivered 
when it came to creating an independent Kurdistan. So when 
Churchill, Lawrence, Bell and various other assorted British 
officials met in Cairo in early 1921, Churchill opted for the 
cheapest solution — a new state, to be called Iraq, under Feisal 
as puppet ruler, and British protection. 

Iraq, it is vital to remember, had never existed before. It is an 
entirely artificial creation, like so many colonial entities all over 
the world. It was simply the three Ottoman vilayets under 
British mandate put together as one country — predominantly 
Shia Basra, Sunni Baghdad, and largely Kurdish Mosul, with, 
for example, the single largest ethnic group in Baghdad not 
being even Muslim, but Jewish. A referendum was duly rigged 
that enabled Feisal, who had never lived in the country before, 
to be invited to become King. Real power however still lay 
with the British, even after the mandate ended in the 1930s, 
right up to the violent overthrow of the Hashemite dynasty in 
1958. 

Feisal was a Sunni, and while the Sunni Arabs remained — as 
they are today - very much a minority, they dominated the 
country right up until the elections of 2005, since both the 
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Hashemite regime and those that followed, such as that of 
Saddam, were all Sunni as well. Genuine democracy was never 
able to take root. 

Also in 1921, Britain suddenly became concerned with 
Abdullah, Feisals brother. He launched an attempted invasion 
of Syria against the French. His army was in the Transjordan, 
when the British stopped him, and bought him offby offering 
him the Transjordanian throne, again under British protection. 
Here the story for the Hashemites proved happier, since his 
descendant, the half-British King Abdullah II is still on the 
Jordanian throne. But here again the country created was arti¬ 
ficial, with local Bedouin in the same state as town-dwelling 
Palestinians. 

Egypt also gained its nominal independence in 1922. But 
here the British insisted on reserving all the key powers, such 
as control of the Suez Canal, a veto on foreign policy, a 
continued say over the national debt, and the right to maintain 
an army on Egyptian soil. Since the Kings - Mehmet Ali s 
descendants — remained corrupt and incompetent, the situ¬ 
ation for ordinary Egyptians stayed as bad as ever. 

However, the really controversial British decision, fully 
endorsed by the pro-Jewish Churchill, was the creation of a 
mandate in Palestine to which Jews could come. This was then 
as today not accepted by the local Arab population. Their 
resistance against both British rule and Jewish immigration 
lasted up until the creation of Israel in 1948. Here the 
important thing to remember is that Israel was the result of 
British policy, and that the cause of all that is happening in the 
region today dates back not to 1948 but to decisions made by 
Churchill and other Western leaders between 1917 and 1921. 
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The losers were the Kurds, Armenians, Greeks and ironi¬ 
cally, the Hashemite King Feisal. While Efraim and Inari Karsh 
are right to say that the al-Saud dynasty were winners, so too 
were the Turks, and the Zionist activists who were busily 
creating a new Jewish state. 

The Kurds, Armenians and Greeks all lost because of the 
military victories of Mustapha Kemal. Greece wanted too 
much former Ottoman territory, and after a series of major 
military defeats, both Greek troops and civilians were expelled 
from Asia Minor in 1922, in what we today would call ethnic 
cleansing. (One of the losing Greek generals was Prince 
Andrew of Greece, father of Britain s Prince Philip). 

The expulsion of the Greeks, with much violence in 
Smyrna, ended thousands of years of Greek presence in 
Anatolia, going back to the time of Xenephon, the Graeco- 
Persian wars, Alexander the Great, and the Byzantine Empire. 
Similarly, all Turks were expelled from Greece, where many 
families had also lived for hundreds of years. (Mustapha Kemal 
himself had been born in Thessaloniki, for example). 

Lloyd George, a great hellenophile, had wanted to help the 
Greeks. But the Conservatives in his coalition government 
regarded this as a war too far, and overthrew him in 1922. (This 
was not the only reason so far as many Conservatives were 
concerned — their prime reason was domestic politics rather 
than overseas strategy. But the risk of dragging a war-weary 
Britain into yet another conflict certainly gave leading 
Conservatives the excuse that they had long wanted). 

The French had refused to support Britain against the 
Turks, and the result was another British withdrawal, this time 
without conflict, and victory for Mustapha Kemal, who now 
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renamed himself Kemal Ataturk, or Father of the Turks. Lloyd 
George, the victorious Prime Minister of the First World War, 
left power, never to hold it again. 

The successful Turkish campaign also put an end to hopes of 
a greater and independent Armenia, and to any kind of 
Kurdistan. The original hope was for a greater Armenia to 
arise, under some kind of American protection or mandate. 
But this fell through, along with any US involvement in the 
League of Nations. That part of Armenia conquered by Russia 
was absorbed into the new USSR, and the rest was seized by 
Mustapha Kemals victorious campaign. Similarly Kemal and 
his forces overran the northern part of Kurdistan, and this led 
the British to conclude that the southern Kurdish areas that 
they protected should be unified with the rest of the new Iraq, 
rather than become an independent state. The reduced 
Armenian state finally achieved independence in 1991, but the 
Kurds, many of whom live in present-day Iran and Syria as 
well as Iraq and Turkey, never achieved a country of their own. 

New rulers, new dynasties: Turkey, Iran, Arabia 

Kemal Ataturk became President of the new Turkish Republic 
in 1922, after unifying the country under his rule. He abolished 
the Ottoman Empire straight away, although initially 
permitting one of the former ruling family to continue as 
Caliph of Islam. But in 1924 the Turkish Parliament abolished 
this post too, thereby ending an office that had existed, off and 
on, since the death of Muhammad in 632, nearly 1,300 years 
earlier. Ataturk then began a major modernization programme, 
reducing the role of Islam, abolishing the Islamic fez, liberating 
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women, introducing the Western alphabet, and much else 
besides. Turkey was not a pluralistic democracy under his rule, 
but nor was it a monarchical dictatorship or theocratic state. 

The former decision - to opt for a republic over a 
monarchy — was the opposite of the one taken by Ataturk s 
contemporary, Reza, in Persia, which now became Iran. 

As we saw, Persia survived Western conquest by being in 
between the Russian Empire and British Raj in India. After 
the Bolshevik Revolution, Britain retained an army in Persia, 
both to stop Soviet incursion and also to protect its oil invest¬ 
ments, especially after the huge oil fields of Baku, on the 
Caspian Sea, became part of the USSR. 

The Qajar dynasty was now tottering fatally, and Reza 
overthrew them in 1925. But instead of establishing a republic, 
as Ataturk had done in Turkey, he proclaimed himself Shah 
instead, establishing a new dynasty. This proved fatal to Iranian 
liberty, and was an instrumental cause of the Shiite theocratic 
takeover of Iran in 1979. 

The decision to opt for a theocratic-based regime was taken 
by the other major winner of the post-1918 settlement in the 
Middle East, the al-Saud dynasty. Originally just rulers of the 
central Arabian state of Nejd, Abdul Aziz al-Saud, known in 
the West as Ibn Saud, decided to embark on a series of dynastic 
conquests, with the aim of ruling over as much of the Arabian 
Peninsula as possible. 

The Ibn Rashid state of Shammar in north-western Arabia 
proved easy to conquer, as that dynasty had foolishly backed 
the Ottomans. Another, smaller state called Afar on the borders 
of Yemen, was also captured — the region which would 
produce most of the 9/11 hijackers in 2001. 
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Yemen itself however proved impossible to conquer, and 
both Aden and many other Gulf states (such as Oman, Dubai, 
Bahrain and Qatar) were under direct British protection. The 
borders of Kuwait were uncertain, and here Ibn Saud was able 
to gain much more terrain, under British adjudication, than 
originally thought possible. He also wanted to take present- 
day Jordan, and to expand his frontiers at the expense of Iraq, 
but in both of these the British frustrated him, as they wanted 
to keep all the territory in their new mandate. 

The key area he needed to seize was the large coastal 
kingdom ruled by the Hashemites — the Hijaz.This was the 
sacred land of Mecca and Medina, and since, in the days before 
oil, revenue from the Haj was the most lucrative source of state 
income, Ibn Saud determined to have it. 

Here the ambitions of Hussein played into his hands, with 
effects that are with us today. 

In Islamic terms, the Hashemites — like their modern 
descendants in Jordan — were moderates, following the main¬ 
stream schools of Muslim thought. By contrast the al-Saud 
followed the very hard-line Hanbali School of interpretation, 
thanks to the eighteenth-century reformer, al-Wahhab. The 
deal made then — the Wahhabis would support the al-Saud, in 
return for the al-Saud clan s support of Wahhabi Islam — had 
continued down to the twentieth century (and remains fully in 
force today). The Wahhabis had a religious shock troop army, 
the Ilkwhan, and these were the dedicated, elite forces the al- 
Saud used on their conquests. 

With the abolition of the Caliphate, King Hussein had 
coveted the title, as a descendant of Muhammad, as did the 
King of Egypt. Neither obtained the title, which was in any 
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case, not theirs to demand. Hussein was also angry with the 
British over Feisal’s failure to gain Syria, and the restrictions 
placed upon his sons in Iraq and Transjordan by Britain. As a 
result, he lost the right to British protection, and, in 1924, this 
proved fatal. 

Using his fanatical Ilkwhan holy warriors, Ibn Saud invaded 
the Hijaz, and conquered it by the end of the year. Mecca and 
Medina, the two holiest cities in Islam, were now in the theo¬ 
logical hands of the hardest-line Muslim group in the Islamic 
world. Those shrines deemed syncretistic, or somehow un- 
Islamic, were destroyed, Ibn Saud proclaimed himself ruler of 
the Hijaz, and in 1932 his conquests were consolidated into a 
new state, named after his own dynasty, Saudi Arabia. Only the 
Wahhabi form of Islam was permitted, the version of the 
Muslim faith not only practised there today, but, thanks to 
Saudi petrodollars, now spread around the entire Islamic 
world. 

So Turkey became a republic, Iran continued as a monarchy 
under a new dynasty, and most of the Arabian Peninsula fell 
under the rule of a clan closely allied to the Wahhabi sect of 
Islam. 

Fareed Zakaria points out the vital importance of all these 
events in his Newsweek articles written in the aftermath of 9/11 
(‘The War onTerror Goes Global’ 13 September 2001 and‘The 
Politics ofRage:Why Do They Hate Us?’ 15 October 2001). 

First of all, Turkey lost the war but won the peace. This is 
crucial. For as Zakaria shows conclusively, the Turks were able 
to feel good about themselves, despite defeat in 1918 and the 
loss of their entire Arabic empire. Ataturk was a victorious 
hero, so modernization, and Europeanization were associated 
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with success, especially as the Turks had beaten a European 
power — Greece — and humiliated the great British Empire in 
the process. As I write this,Turkey is a pluralistic parliamentary 
democracy, a lynchpin of the NATO alliance and may soon 
also be a member of the European Union, French, Greek and 
Austrian public opinion permitting. Not only that, but the 
human rights Turks enjoy, while harsh towards the suppressed 
Kurdish minority, are far ahead of anywhere else in the Islamic 
world. Furthermore, the Turks’ democratic rights were not 
forced upon them externally, but introduced by themselves in 
the aftermath of victory over the Greeks in 1922. 

Turkey, one could also point out, was the one losing power 
of the First World War successfully to be able to negotiate its 
post-war treaty. The Treaty of Sevres was torn up and the Treaty 
of Lausanne, in 1923, recognized Ataturk’s conquests and the 
withdrawal from Turkish soil of all European armies. This is in 
contrast to Germany, where German defeat and humiliation in 
1918 and the ravages of the Great Crash of 1929 led to Nazi 
Germany and the Second World War. Turkey, by contrast, stayed 
neutral for most of the latter conflict, was essentially sympa¬ 
thetic to the West, and joined the Allies just as fighting ended. 

This is not the case, however, with the Arab world. While, as 
has been argued, the myth of betrayal is historically oversim¬ 
plified, it is, nonetheless, widely still believed in the Middle 
East today, along with the Protocols of the Elders of Zion and the 
post-9/11 myth that all Jews were told not to turn up for work 
on September 11, 2001.Yet a myth is no less potent for being 
false or illusory, as the continuing rage of the Islamic world 
against the West gives credence. We too in the West have many 
myths, some so potent that we fail to see them as myths at all. 
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What is especially important is that Muslim Turkey abol¬ 
ished the Caliphate, not the West. Nor did Ataturk try to revive 
the old Ottoman Empire. He did not, contrary to Churchill s 
fears at the time, even attempt to occupy the Mosul province 
of Iraq, despite its not inconsiderable Turcoman ethnic 
minority (which is still there). Turkey gained the tiny 
Alexandretta province of Syria (now called Iskanderun) in 
1938 from the French, and has made no territorial demands 
ever since. Turkey has been ruthless to the Kurds, and also 
helped Turkish Cypriot separatists in 1974. But the Turkish 
victories in 1922 enabled the Turks to start their new state on 
a wholly positive note, and the psychological benefit this has 
brought is therefore enormous. 

In the Arab world it is very different.There, liberation from 
their fellow Muslim Ottoman Turks was replaced with 
Western rule, direct in the case of Syria, indirect in the case of 
the British-mandated areas (except for Palestine). As we saw 
in the chapter on the Crusades, the Muslim world forgot 
about the brief loss of territory to the Crusaders, especially 
since the Muslims won. Now French and British rule, along 
with the legitimatization of Zionist wishes for Palestine, 
engendered an Arab/Muslim sense of humiliation and betrayal 
that still burns in our own time. Not until Nassers triumph 
over Britain and France at Suez in 1956 and the murder of the 
British-puppet Hashemite dynasty in 1958 could the Arabs 
feel that they had overthrown the colonial yoke. Then there 
was Israel, not just after 1948 but after 1967 as well. 

The Pakistani academic Akbar Ahmed, has pointed out in 
his many books on Islam that there is a major culture of shame 
in the Islamic world. While sorrow for events now long past 
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should, one can argue, now be overcome, such a sense of 
shame is potent and most of it, in the early twenty-first 
century, can still be attributed to the circumstances of the fall 
of the Ottoman Empire. 

As Efraim and Inari Karsh remind us, the one Arab victor of 
1918—24 was the al-Saud family While the West did not realize 
it at the time, this was a costly victory. In the light of 9/11,and 
the Saudi petrodollar-financed spread ofWahabbi Islam to the 
rest of the hitherto moderate Muslim world, it would have 
been far better to back Hussein of the Hijaz, whatever his sulk 
towards the British. 

This is, historically, a perfectly legitimate position, and also 
the fairest. But it is unavoidable other than to conclude that we 
still live in our present century with the consequences, often 
for ill, of the fall of the great Ottoman Empire. 




THE CREATION OF ISRAEL AND 

AFTER... 

A Jewish dream realized 

In his classic work England and the Middle East , the historian 
Elie Kedourie refers to the often violent metaphysical disputes 
that have arisen about interpreting the origins of the present 
Middle East. This is an understatement: few areas of history are 
perhaps as controversial and fiercely polemical as the story of 
our region since the creation of Israel in 1948. Furthermore, as 
already seen, much of this involves reading history backwards, 
of using the past to fuel current debates about the rights and 
wrongs of Israels presence in Palestinian areas, or indeed of the 
very legitimacy of the Jewish State itself. To take a particular 
stance — for example, attributing agency to Arabs between 
1914 and 1923 rather than seeing them as wholly passive — is 
to be regarded as actively supporting Israeli military action 
against Palestinians in 2005, because pro-Israeli historians, such 
as Efraim Karsh, author of Islamic Imperialism makes such an 
attribution, and to agree with him on 1918—23 is interpreted 
therefore as agreeing with him on events in 2005, even though 
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these issues are quite separate and are decades apart. Yet taking 
a historical position on events of eighty or more years ago is 
doing no such thing, but because of the controversial nature of 
the debate that is how it is often seen today. 

While this particular chapter was being written, the Jewish 
settlers in Gaza had been expelled by the Israeli army, and 
Hamas, the hard-line Islamic party, had confounded much 
international opinion by winning the often-postponed 
Palestinian elections. This is an area in constant flux in which 
presumptions are frequently shown to be false. In addition, 
there are numerous areas of grey in a dispute in which the 
protagonists see things entirely in black or white. 

Having therefore given the context for what follows, let us 
begin the story of Israeli independence and its aftermath. 

Britain, having created the area of Jewish settlement in the 
first place by the Balfour Declaration of 1917, spent much of 
the 1930s backtracking on its promises to the Jewish peoples 
of Europe about allowing them to settle in the land of the 
Palestinian mandate. Further Jewish immigration to Palestine 
was restricted, which had devastating effects because of the 
Nazi persecution of the Jews. A Commission under Lord Peel, 
a descendant of the famous nineteenth-century statesman Sir 
Robert Peel, decided that Palestine should be split. However, it 
was also decided, in 1939 to restrict Jewish immigration 
because of its unpopularity with the Arab population. While 
this may have been understandable from a logistical and 
policing viewpoint, the timing was disastrous. Hitler was 
already persecuting the Jews in Germany and the tentacles of 
the Third Reich were expanding, to the detriment of Jews all 
over Europe. Just when they needed to escape, a number of 
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countries, the USA and Switzerland included, were placing 
barriers in the way of Jewish immigration, as were the British 
in Palestine. 

We know that over six million Jews were slaughtered in the 
Holocaust along with millions in other categories, such as Gipsy, 
homosexual, and Slav, all deemed lesser beings, or untermenschen 
by the Nazis. (Perhaps as many as twenty million Soviet citizens 
died as a direct result of the war, for example, with a very large 
proportion of this being civilians, not Red Army soldiers.) As 
Elie Kedourie writes in Arabic Political Memoirs and Other Studies, 
the ‘advent of Hider in 1933 introduced an entirely new and 
unforeseen element in the Palestinian problem.’ 

Suddenly, as a consequence of the Holocaust, a Jewish 
homeland made much sense to a guilty Europe. Nearly all 
countries had collaborators who took part, in some way or 
another, with helping the Germans round up and murder 
Jews. The controversial writer Daniel Goldhagen, author of 
Hitler’s Willing Executioners, would not agree with such a view, 
since he insisted on taking the traditional route of ascribing 
special blame to the German people. Such a view could be 
considered both old-fashioned and historically inaccurate.The 
historian David Caesarini is surely right to point out that anti- 
Semitism was by no means only a German phenomenon. 
Europe was rife with it, and so a minority of peoples, 
including for example some of the British inhabitants of the 
Channel Islands, willingly collaborated with the Nazis in their 
pursuit of Jewish genocide. To single out the Germans is to 
ignore the crimes of countless others. 

Jewish immigration to Palestine increased exponentially, as 
Jews felt that only with their own state would they be safe 
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from future Hitlers. From the Jewish viewpoint, this was more 
than understandable. The problem, as we know, was that the 
long-standing Arab inhabitants of the region had different 
feelings about an enormous number of foreigners coming to 
their part of the world, and as exculpation for European sins of 
genocide of which the Arabs were innocent. 

In other words, both sides, Jewish and Palestinian alike, had 
strong moral grounds for the cases that they now put to the 
wider world, which were entirely incompatible. After the 
annihilation of six million Jews, the Jewish national wish for 
safety was entirely comprehensible as was the Palestinian desire 
not to lose their ancestral land as a result of mass immigration 
from outside. It is important to remember that after the 
Second World War both sides therefore had equally strong 
moral claims for their particular viewpoints, and the fact that 
neither could coexist with the other one was now the real 
dilemma. 

In 1947 the newly created United Nations agreed with the 
British decision, which had been made a decade earlier, that 
partition was the only solution to the Palestinian problem. By 
1948 the Jewish population had risen to over 650,000 from 
well under 200,000 some 20 years earlier. By now this was the 
result of an enormous emigration of surviving Jews from 
Europe; the homecoming of Muslim world Diaspora Jews had 
not yet happened, and would result from the expulsions from 
Arab countries after the creation of the new Israeli state. Most of 
the inhabitants of Palestine as a whole remained Arab — not just 
Muslim, but with a large Christian Palestinian group as well. 

Had a Palestinian state been created in 1947 as the UN 
envisaged, decades of war could have been avoided. But the 
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Arab states, especially Jordan, were determined to avoid recog¬ 
nizing Israels very existence, and acceptance of the UN two- 
state solution entailed accepting Israel as a separate and 
predominantly Jewish state, distinct from the rest of Palestine. 
The Palestinians were, as they have been since, a pawn in a 
much bigger Arab game, and their one chance for an interna¬ 
tionally recognized state of their own went by the board. 
Furthermore, no Arab state wanted any other Arab state to 
grab too much of the territory that would be available were 
Israel to be strangled at birth. The different rulers therefore 
mistrusted each other, adding to the divisions. 

By this time the British were in a no-win position, with 
Jewish terrorist groups, including two future Israeli Prime 
Ministers among them, Menachem Begin and Yitzaq Shamir, 
alongside Arab groups that did not want a Jewish state to exist. 
So Britain, still wanting a powerful military presence in the 
Middle East, withdrew from Palestine in 1948 and recognized 
Israels independence, while maintaining an army in Egypt to 
protect the Suez Canal, and ensuring close military ties with 
the two Hashemite kingdoms of Iraq and Jordan. 

On 14 May 1948 David Ben-Gurion became the Prime 
Minister of the newly independent Israeli state; on 19 May the 
country found itself at war, attacked by five of its Arab neigh¬ 
bours. 

Here it is important to recall the fall of the Ottoman Empire. 
As Sir Richard Allen wrote in Imperialism and Nationalism in the 
Fertile Crescent , without it there would have been no Jewish 
homeland and no Israeli State. The problems of todays Middle 
East are often attributed to the events of 1948. But on this, 
Osama bin Laden is right to agree with Sir Richard — they 
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actually go back, as already argued, to 1917 and the origins of 
the post-First World War settlement in 1918—23. 

The initial fighting itself lasted one month, with the Jewish 
State able to gain more territory than had been allocated to it 
by the UN. Despite all the nearby Arab states joining in the 
attack, the war was, from the Arab viewpoint, a complete 
disaster. Not only did Israel continue to exist, but the Arab 
states lost territory, and then gained 750,000 Palestinian 
refugees as well. The UN tried to mediate, but then the UN 
Swedish negotiator, Count Folke Bernadotte, was assassinated 
in September 1948 by a Jewish group. Fie was replaced by an 
American diplomat, Ralph Bunche. By July 1949 fighting had 
finally ceased. 

As with all claims and counterclaims right up until the 
present, both sides have accused the other of committing 
massacres against innocent civilians. Those sympathetic to the 
Palestinians do not hesitate to remind us of the slaughter of 
Palestinians at Dayr Yasin, a village in which over 200 civilians 
were killed by Israeli terrorists. Similarly, Israelis do not let us 
forget a similar mass murder at Mount Scopus, where nearly 
100 Jewish medical workers were butchered. 

Arthur Goldschmidt in his A Concise History of the Middle 
East is surely, right to say that both sides committed atrocities 
and that statistics from this period are notoriously difficult to 
prove, since each side exaggerates the numbers involved of 
both the dead and of those who fled. Jordan gained most of the 
22 per cent of the Palestinian state that was left in Arab hands — 
today called the West Bank, as it lies west of the river Jordan — 
and the Egyptians took the Gaza Strip, which is contiguous to 
their territory. Jerusalem was split between the Israelis and 
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Jordanians. The United Nations set up a UN Relief and Works 
Agency to house the Palestinians who had fled in 1948.These 
settlements were supposed to be temporary. But only Jordan 
gave Palestinians citizenship - other Arab countries kept them 
as permanent stateless refugees, since the hope was that, with 
the elimination of Israel, they would be able to go back and 
reclaim their lost homes. 

As we know, this did not happen, with a million Palestinians 
condemned to effective refugee status. This proved disruptive 
to all recipient countries, but perhaps above all to Lebanon, 
independent from France since 1945, and, as Albert Hourani 
points out in A History of the Arab Peoples , without the restric¬ 
tions that Britain had placed over Iraq at the latter country’s 
nominal independence in the 1930s, and with a constitution 
that presumed a now non-existent Christian majority. The 
seeds of the later Lebanese civil war were planted with the 
coming of the Palestinian Diaspora. 

The Palestinian flight transformed the demographics of the 
region. While well over 100,000 Palestinians remained within 
Israeli territory, large areas now became available for Jewish 
settlement. Furthermore, hundreds of thousands of Jews from 
all over the Middle East were now expelled from countries 
such as Iraq, but also from Arab parts of northern Africa where 
they had lived since Biblical times. Baghdad, for example, a city 
with a substantial Jewish minority, now became overwhelm¬ 
ingly Arab in population. 

Jewish settlers had called Israel a ‘land without a people’. 
This had not been true, because of the number of Palestinian 
inhabitants, Muslim and Christian. But they had fled, creating 
a new empty space. Now, with the two enormous influxes of 
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new Jewish inhabitants — from Europe, and from the Middle 
East and North Africa — the land was filled again, with a whole 
new category of inhabitant. 

Now that Israel and the USA are so closely linked, we tend 
to think that this has always been the case. But as Goldschmidt 
and other writers remind us, initially it was the Communist 
USSR that was supportive of Israel, since they saw their 
backing to the new state as a means of reducing British 
influence in the Middle East, where the British still cherished 
illusions of influence and Great Power status in the Arab 
world. In the USA, the State Department, the US military and 
many missionaries all tended to sympathize with the Arabs or 
fear losing good relations with the Arab countries. But 1948 
being an election year,Truman did not want to lose the Jewish 
vote, and neither did politicians wishing to be re-elected to 
Congress. Since popular support for Israel was overwhelming, 
not least among American Christians who saw 1948 as linked 
to a new understanding of Biblical prophecy, the politicians 
therefore supported Israel as well. 

(Many commentators, in writing about the USA, have 
spoken of the power of the so-called Jewish Lobby. While the 
lobbying power of Israel is indeed great and much more 
concerted than that of the Arab world, the issues can be misun¬ 
derstood. For when a Republican administration is in office, the 
Christian Right is far more powerful than any Jewish organi¬ 
zation could ever hope to be, since it is a major base within the 
Republican Party itself. The Christian Right believes in a nine¬ 
teenth-century interpretation of the Bible, called ‘dispensation- 
alism’; this gives enormous credence to the re-establishment of 
the Jewish people in their land of origin, and the independence 
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of Israel in 1948 confirmed such American Christians in their 
views. It is therefore this group far more than any Israeli lobby 
that drives the policy of the USA, especially if, as is the case with 
George W Bush, America has a President who believes such a 
modern theological interpretation himself.) 

Communist support for Israel was to change, especially after 
1958 when the Americans invaded Lebanon to prevent 
extremists from taking power and when Egypt turned to the 
Soviet Bloc for support. But we should not forget that strategic 
relationships were not always as they are today. 

The sense of loss and humiliation was total, and not just 
confined to the five defeated Arab countries; 1948 is known as 
the disaster, and, as Elie Kedourie reminds us, fate has been 
unkind to the Arab world ever since. Increasingly, a feeling 
arose that Israel was the creation of Western imperialism. Two 
groups shared this view — Arab nationalists, and Islamic 
radicals, for whom the presence in the former Dar al-Islam 
(Realm of Islam) of a Jewish, non-Muslim state was a 
permanent insult. 

But while Kedourie counsels against over-estimating the 
influence of Christian Syrians in the formation of Arab 
nationalism, it is probably fair to say that this sense of being 
Arabs together against a common foe was inclusive and open 
to Christian Arabs as well as the Muslim majority. From 1948 
until the disaster of the Six Day War in 1967, Arab nationalism 
remained the predominant sentiment in the Arabic-speaking 
Middle East, often mixed, as time went by, with socialism. 

Both Elie Kedourie and Bernard Lewis have shown that the 
states that exist in today s Middle East are new and artificial. 
Furthermore, both nationalism and socialism are imports from 
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the West. Arab nationalism was thus a clarion call across state 
boundaries to wider loyalties and a sense of Arabic solidarity, 
however precarious such an identity might be historically 
(Under the Ottoman millet system, it was your religion that 
demarked you, not your ethnicity). Socialism was new to the 
Arab world as well. One could argue, perhaps, that the way in 
which it was interpreted in the Arab world might have been 
different in the region s predominantly agrarian societies, since 
what Marx had in mind in the nineteenth century applied 
more to urban societies in Europe than to their rural equiva¬ 
lents in the Middle East. 

So while the Arab world felt bitterly against the West, and 
against what they regarded as imperialistic interference by 
Western powers in their internal affairs, it is ironic but true that 
the main ideology of the ruling classes was in this period 
entirely Western in origin, as both nationalism and socialism 
are European ideologies. 


Arab revolutions and Arab-lsraeli wars 

Egypt has been, especially since Mehmet Ali (Governor of 
Egypt for two periods between 1805—49), the powerhouse of 
the Arab world. In 1952 it would be again. One of the 
tragedies of post-war Egyptian history is that the chance for 
real democracy, which began in 1950, was in effect sabotaged 
by the discredit heaped upon the ruling elite by the military 
debacle against Israel and by the understandable lack of trust in 
King Farouk, a compulsive intriguer. A group of officers, 
including two future Presidents, Gamal Nasser (Gamal Abd al- 
Nasir) and Anwar Sadat, began to plot to get rid of the corrupt 
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royal regime, which, despite its nationalist protestations, was 
seen as being unable to get rid of the hated British occupiers. 
In a coup in 1950 King Farouk was overthrown — the 
broadcast being made by a young Sadat — and a new revolu¬ 
tionary regime took power. Initially Egypt was under the 
nominal leader, General Negib, but he was soon in turn over¬ 
thrown in 1954 by the real leader, Colonel Nasser, who was to 
rule Egypt for the rest of his life, until 1970. 

Nasser was the first authentically Egyptian ruler since the 
Pharaohs, as the Ptolemies were ethnically Greek. He began 
cautiously, not wanting to alienate the major Western powers, 
but sooner or later his radical ambitions for the Egyptian 
people led to an inevitable collision with the West. 

Two major issues had to be tackled. The first was the British 
military occupation, which had been there since 1882 and, 
linked with it, Anglo-French ownership of the Suez Canal. The 
second was the urgent need for energy and for irrigable agri¬ 
cultural land, both of which could best be met by building a 
huge dam at Aswan. But this was well beyond the economic 
capacity of the still poor Egyptian state. The Americans decided 
not to finance the new dam, and Nasser soon realized that the 
other key grievance - the Suez Canal — provided the answer. 
Ironically Nasser had succeeded by negotiation in persuading 
the British in 1954 to remove their forces, so the British army 
had finally withdrawn after a 74-year occupation in early 1956. 

But in mid-1956 Nasser announced the nationalization of 
the Suez Canal, and the appropriation to Egypt of all its 
revenues. The British, still obsessed with Empire, regarded this 
as cutting the umbilical cord through the Mediterranean to 
the rest of the Empire in Asia — the defence of the Suez Canal 
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had been pivotal to British defence policy for decades. Despite 
the strongest protests from the USA — both President 
Eisenhower and Secretary of State Dulles were appalled at the 
idea of imperialist adventures in the Middle East — the British 
and French secretly colluded with the Israelis to attack Egypt. 
Israel would invade and then an Anglo-French army would 
intervene, pretending to separate the combatants but in reality 
using this as a cover to regain the canal. 

War duly broke out, but that autumn Britain and France 
were completely humiliated by American outrage and global 
insistence that they withdraw their forces. (All this was 
happening while the Hungarians were making a desperate but 
futile attempt to break free of Soviet domination). France and 
Britain therefore had to retreat; their dominance in the Middle 
East was coming to an end, and from now on the Middle East 
would be part of the wider, superpower, Cold War rivalry 
between the USA and USSR, and no longer a pawn in power 
struggles of European countries. 

Nasser was perceived throughout the Arab world as the man 
who had humiliated the hated imperialist powers. He became 
an instant hero to millions of Arabs who, after all the disap¬ 
pointments of recent decades, needed one. But he was a 
nationalist and, while notionally a Muslim, essentially a secu¬ 
larist and socialist. Although most adored him a minority, 
mainly of zealous Islamists, did not — as we shall see in the last 
chapter. He was also a dictator who would not hesitate to have 
his enemies executed. So while Egypt was now finally ruled by 
Egyptians, after two and half millennia of rule by Iranians, 
Greeks, Romans, Byzantines, Caliphs, Ottomans, and British, 
its very brief democratic interlude had been extinguished. 
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If the so-called Arab Street — a name given to the average 
Arab point-of-view and the equivalent of Joe Bloggs in Britain 
— adored Nasser, the more conservative monarchies in the Arab 
world did not. A proxy war was fought for many years in the 
Yemen between the supporters of the former monarch, backed 
by Saudi Arabia, and the nationalists, who were helped by Egypt. 

The Suez crisis did not help the monarchical cause. For 
decades the two wings of the Hashemites, in Iraq and Jordan 
respectively, still longed for the Syrian territories over which 
Feisal had ruled briefly between 1918 and 1920. But each 
Hashemite ruler wanted it for his own country, so even here 
the Hashemite cause was divided. Abdullah was able to gain 
much of the West Bank and a foothold in Jerusalem, but he was 
assassinated, His son was mentally unstable and the throne 
went to the teenage Hussein. King Hussein, fortunately for his 
small country, proved to be one of the ablest Middle Eastern 
monarchs of recent times, and survived against all the odds on 
his throne, dying peacefully in 1999 after a reign of over 40 
years. He ended up with less territory than he had at the start, 
but at least he kept in power, unlike so many of the dictators 
around him. 

For the ostensibly more powerful Iraqi Hashemites, 1956 
was a disaster. King Feisal II ruled in all but name, with a 
permanent power struggle in the background between his 
ambitious uncle Abd al-Ilah, and Nuri al-Said, the arch¬ 
manipulator and shadow ruler for much of the monarchical 
period. Nuri wanted Syria as well and Jordan too, but he was 
never able to fulfil this dream, not least because of zealous 
Egyptian opposition (and traditional Saudi distrust of the 
Hashemites). The Sunni minority, as Kedourie reminds us in 
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his devastating critique in The Chatham House Version and 
other writings, continued to rule over both the Kurds and the 
Shiite majority. 

King Hussein of Jordan was shrewd enough to realize that 
British support no longer counted for survival in the Middle 
East. In early 1956, before the Suez debacle, he dismissed Sir 
John Glubb — known widely as Glubb Pasha — from his long¬ 
standing command of the key Jordanian force, the Arab 
Legion. Glubb represented the old, post-Lawrence of Arabia 
romantic link between European and Arab, but by contrast to 
the young Jordanian nationalists, he also represented Western 
domination and control. His dismissal was therefore highly 
symbolic from both points of view. Yet Nuri and the ruling 
elite in Iraq did not understand this new world, and in 1955 
they signed a treaty with countries like Britain, Turkey, Iran 
and Pakistan called the Baghdad Pact, a kind of Middle Eastern 
NATO (Jordan refused to join). 

Three years later in 1958 there was a bloodthirsty revo¬ 
lution, in which an Iraqi soldier, Qasim, seized power, with all 
the Royal family, and Nuri was brutally murdered. (A certain 
young political activist called Saddam Hussein played a minor 
role.) Nuri had tried a brief union with Jordan, but this 
dissolved in July, when the successful plotters proclaimed Iraq 
a Republic. Britain’s domination over part of the Middle East, 
all but destroyed by the Suez crisis of 1956, was finally and 
permanently finished. Not only that, but in 1958 Syria did 
unite with another Arab country, but it was not Iraq. The new 
state, albeit short-lived, was the United Arab Republic (UAR), 
and the country with which Syria came together was Nasser s 
Egypt. 
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Also in 1958 came the first American-armed intervention in 
the region. Following the coup in Iraq, there were fears that 
Lebanon and Jordan would be in danger. American troops 
landed in Lebanon, already near civil war, to protect that country 
from invasion, and this time British troops were also welcome in 
Jordan, since they went there with American approval. 

Iraq could also have joined the UAR. However, Qasim 
realized that neither Egypt nor Syria had oil but that Iraq did 
in abundance, and therefore he concentrated on his own 
country. In and out of power during this time were members 
of both the Iraqi Communist Party, something that alarmed 
the West, and another, more nationalist, and equally secular 
grouping, the Ba’ath (literally ‘Renaissance’) Party, who 
helped a new regime to overthrow Qasim and seize power in 
another coup in 1963. But this regime too did not last long, 
being overthrown within a year. 

The Ba’athists, founded in the 1920s by the Syrian- 
Christian-Arab nationalist Michel Afiaq, were in the context 
of the Middle East secular and nationalistic. A Chaldean 
Catholic Christian such as Tariq Aziz, later Saddam Hussein’s 
deputy, could be as active a member as a practicing Muslim. 
While they paid notional allegiance to ideologies such as 
socialism, what they really wanted was the Arab world for the 
Arabs and the entire removal of Western hegemony over the 
region.They were, in that sense, a classic nationalist party, since 
any Arab was able to join. This sets them apart from Islamic 
parties, which automatically exclude Christians, Druze, Fire 
Worshippers and members of other non-Muslim religions. 

To leap ahead slightly, in 1968 the Ba’ath Party, of which 
Saddam Hussein was now a prominent member, took power. 
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This time they were to remain in charge until Saddam’s 
regime was removed by the American invasion of 2003. While 
Saddam did not become President immediately, he began 
plotting behind the scenes and was able to establish the terror 
network that kept him in supreme power for so long. As with 
all Iraqi regimes it was to be a Sunni-led government, in 
Saddam’s case even more restrictive than usual since he relied 
increasingly on his own clan fromTikrit — ironically the birth¬ 
place of Saladin the Kurd — to maintain his rule. Soon the 
Kurds were being massacred in the north, as were all oppo¬ 
nents to the psychopathic regime that Saddam operated. 

(There is an irony here. Tikrit was also the birthplace of 
Saladin, who, as we saw, was a Kurd, not an Arab. Since Saddam 
was active throughout the 1980s in genocidal attacks on the 
Kurdish people, while at the same time proclaiming himself to 
be a modern Saladin, there is a considerable incongruity in his 
actions.) 

In 1964 the Arab countries decided that something should 
be done for the benefit of the Palestinians, on whose side they 
nominally all were. A meeting in Cairo led to another in 
Jordan, and the Palestinian Liberation Organization, (PLO), 
was born. However, the really effective opposition to Israel was 
not so much the PLO but an armed group led by a Palestinian 
called Yasser Arafat. This was al-Fatah , which literally means 
‘conquest’ in Arabic. It is, though, the reversed first letters of 
‘The Movement for the Liberation of Palestine’ in Arabic: 
Harakat al-Tahrir al-Filistani. (Filistani comes from the same 
root as the biblical ‘Philistine’, but Arabs are not descended 
from that ancient race — the similarity is geographical, not 
ethnic or linguistic). So effective was Fatah that the PLO 
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leaders invited them to merge, and Arafat was soon leader of 
both, which he would be for the rest of his life. 

By 1967 it was clear that the Israelis were able to hold their 
own against regular guerrilla attacks from Arab countries. The 
USSR, which now had numerous advisors in Egypt, became 
worried about what they felt was a large Israeli presence on the 
Syrian border. The Egyptians persuaded the UN to withdraw 
their forces that had been there since 1956, and then began a 
blockade of Sharm al-Sheikh, which completely cut off Israels 
ability to export through the Gulf of Aqaba to the Red Sea. 
Talks began on a unified command of Arab countries against 
Israel. Then on 2 June the Israeli Prime Minister, Levi Eshkol, 
appointed the great Israeli military hero, Moshe Dyan, who as 
far back as the War of Independence in 1948 had shown himself 
to be unusually brave, to be Minister of Defence. 

What happened next, in June 1967 is, as with so much of 
Middle Eastern history, a source of dispute. One side claims 
that the Egyptians launched an attack on Israel and that the 
Israelis therefore defended themselves. By contrast, the Arabs 
claim that Israel, realizing that there was a considerable Arab 
military build-up, launched a massively successful air strike on 
5 June, completely destroying the Egyptian air force in the 
process. Whichever version is correct does not alter the indis¬ 
putable outcome of the very rapid conflict. The Israelis routed 
the Arab armies so swiftly that the conflict became known as 
the Six Day War, in no small way thanks to the effortless air 
superiority they now enjoyed. 

Israel seized the entire Sinai Peninsula in just four days, despite 
having an estimated 800 tanks to the 2,700 possessed by the Arab 
armies, and a probable population ratio of around twenty-five to 
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one. Jordan too was swiftly routed — on 30 May King Hussein 
having foolishly put his forces under effective Egyptian command 
— with the Israelis able to take both East Jerusalem and the entire 
West Bank. The Syrians did no better, losing their strategic posi¬ 
tions on the Golan Heights. It has been reckoned that if it wasn’t 
for the ceasefire agreed to by Israel and Syria through the UN on 
10 June, even Damascus would have fallen to Israeli attack. 

The world lives decades later with the consequences of that 
lightening Israeli victory in 1967, since the pre-1967 borders 
of Israel are those upon which the entire Arab world continues 
to insist. By contrast, no Israeli government is ever going to 
want to jeopardize the military security of their country as 
they see it by reverting to them. Some Israeli conquests, such as 
Gaza, were abandoned as recently as 2005, whereas others 
remain fully in place and are regarded as non-negotiable, for 
example those settlements on the West Bank it is deemed 
necessary to preserve for Israeli national security. 

From the Arab point of view, the war in which they had 
been humiliated again was a disaster - physically, psychologi¬ 
cally and in terms of morale. As Arthur Goldschmidt reminds 
us, the Soviet block had aided the Arabs for years, and their 
armies were supposedly much better prepared than nineteen 
years earlier. Nasser had been in power in Egypt for fifteen 
years, and the Arab world had thought itself rejuvenated. But in 
1967 the Arab nations lost far more land than in 1948, and over 
200,000 Arabs fled, creating an even bigger refugee problem 
than before. In addition, nearly one million Palestinians on the 
West Bank, denied a state of their own back in 1948, were now 
ruled not by fellow Arabs but by Israel. Decades of 
Palestinian—Israeli strife was about to get far worse. 
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In Resolution 242 the UN asked Israel to return to the pre- 
1967 boundaries. Israel refused, annexing the formerly 
Jordanian part of Jerusalem. On the Arab side, none of the 
countries agreed even to negotiate with the Jewish state whose 
existence they continued to deny. A stalemate then ensued. As 
Bernard Lewis reminds us, the PLO now became the real 
spokesman for the Palestinian peoples, a role it has enjoyed 
ever since. Initially the PLO settled in Jordan. But in 
September 1970 it was ruthlessly suppressed after activities by 
a militant wing, the Popular Front for the Liberation of 
Palestine, caused a major rift with the Royal Jordanian Army. 
The Jordanians expelled the PLO to Lebanon, where it 
remained until seven years into the Lebanese civil war in 1982, 
when Israel invaded that country and expelled the PLO forces. 

Finally, in 1993 the PLO decided to negotiate with the 
Israelis, something that it has been doing off and on ever since. 
(Now that in 2006 Hamas controls the Palestinian Authority 
Area, this might all change, since the PLO no longer speaks for 
the majority of the Palestinian inhabitants.) 

In 1970 Nasser died, still a hero to many but seriously 
tarnished by the 1967 defeat. Anwar Sadat, his Vice-President 
and fellow 1952 conspirator, succeeded him. Sadat immedi¬ 
ately made links with the West, allowing foreign investment 
and in 1972 expelling his Soviet advisors. But as regards Israel, 
he was determined to gain revenge for the defeat of 1967. 
Peace proved elusive, despite the best efforts of the USA. 
Jordan was willing to have a new, united Jordan/Palestine and 
then recognize Israel, but as this would have involved Israeli 
withdrawal from the West Bank, the idea did not prosper. 
Terrorism continued, with the murder of Israeli hostages at the 
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1972 Olympic Games in Munich provoking outrage, as did 
the Israeli revenge attacks on Arab soil. 

In October 1973 Egypt and Syria felt ready for war. They 
chose to attack on 6 October, the date of the major Jewish 
festival of Yom Kippur (the Day of Atonement), which gave its 
name to the conflict. This time the Israelis nearly lost before 
going on to win, in no small way thanks to emergency 
weapons supplies sent by the United States. The myth of invin¬ 
cibility, and the idea that Israel could always win unaided, 
which was the case in 1967 and to a lesser extent in 1948 as 
well, was now punctured permanently. Israel’s counter-attack 
saw Israeli divisions getting near to Cairo and Damascus, but 
since the Soviets were supplying the Arab powers the UN 
decided to ask for a ceasefire lest the situation escalate — this 
was becoming a rather hot Cold War conflict. After 18 days the 
war ended. The UN passed Resolution 388, which, like its 
famous predecessor, 242, was ignored. 

In a sense though, Egypt had won. Sadat had been shrewd 
enough to gain support from Saudi Arabia, thereby ending decades 
of mutual antagonism. Saudi Arabia and the other oil-producing 
Arab countries now used the urgent and permanent Western need 
for petrol against the West. In so doing, they managed to split the 
USA - which had plentiful oil supplies of its own — from Western 
Europe, which in this still pre-North Sea oil era, did not. An oil 
embargo was introduced against any country deemed to be exces¬ 
sively pro-Israeli — the Netherlands was singled out as the worst 
culprit - and a decision was made to increase the price drastically. 

(Oil went from around US$3 a barrel to as high as US$20, 
before going back down to around US$11 — still, therefore 
nearly four times what it had been early in 1973). 
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Sheikh Yamani, the Saudi Oil Minister, suddenly became a 
major figure on the world stage. The oil price hike demon¬ 
strated Arab power over the West for the first time — finally 
they had a weapon that they could use to great effect. The 
change in petroleum values hit European economies very 
hard, and in Britain the situation was worsened by a decision 
of the mineworkers to go on strike. 

It was this sense of crisis that mobilized Henry Kissinger, the 
United States Secretary of State, to engage in his famous 
‘shuttle diplomacy’ in an attempt to de-escalate the crisis. He 
was able to prevent Israel from wreaking even more damage 
on the Egyptians, correctly realizing, as Arthur Goldschmidt 
has written, that this would render Egypt more rather than less 
likely to want eventually to agree on a more lasting peace. 

Until July 2006 Lebanon had largely avoided becoming 
embroiled in the more recent upheavals of the Israeli—Arab 
conflict around it. But in 1975 this area, in which Christians 
and Muslims had lived together in peace and whose capital, 
Beirut, was described as the Paris of the Levant, slid into civil 
war. According to the constitution, Christians were in the 
majority, and so held the Presidency. But Muslims had in 
reality constituted the majority for a long while, and the 
presence of mainly Muslim Palestinians in the country tipped 
the scales even more in their favour. Every group had its own 
private army, or militia. An attack on a Palestinian bus, by 
Christian Maronites, sparked a 15-year conflict, worsened 
when Israel intervened against the PLO in 1982. 

One of the very few oases of calm was the American 
University in Beirut, where the students came from all the 
warring factions. I spent time there in the 1980s with friends 
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and relatives who taught and lived there, and it was an eerie 
feeling.The campus was peaceful, while beyond it all kinds of 
death and mayhem could be seen from my balcony window. 
Even a short journey could be treacherous. Especially 
noticeable was not just that much of Beirut had been 
reduced to rubble, but that so much of the damage had been 
done by small arms fire, by militias of teenage gangs, some of 
whom, by the end, had known no other way of life. In 
1975—76, Goldschmidt writes, some 70,000 people were 
killed, half a million left homeless and whole parts of the city 
destroyed. 

In 1977 two new leaders came to power: Menachem Begin, 
the former anti-British activist, became Prime Minister of 
Israel, thereby ending decades of left-wing rule, while in the 
USA Jimmy Carter, the idealist, became President, determined 
to bring peace worldwide. 

As the saying goes, it takes a Nixon to go to China. The 
same now applied in Israel — Begin was notorious as the insti- 
gator of the Dayr Yasin massacre, in which large numbers of 
Palestinian civilians had been killed. He was therefore 
uniquely qualified to create peace with Egypt, and since 
President Sadat was thinking along similar lines, this process 
now began. On 19 November 1977, President Sadat flew to 
Israel. Unfortunately he was alone among the Arabs in 
wanting peace; denounced as a traitor by other Arab nations, 
this embrace of reconciliation would eventually cost him his 
life in 1981 at the hands of Egyptian Islamic extremists. 

Not all Sadats requests were met - he asked for a Palestinian 
state, for example, an entity we still await. But thanks to Carter, 
the US government became fully involved in the process, and 
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at Camp David, the Presidential retreat in northern Maryland, 
Carter was able to bring Begin and Sadat together for talks on 
what they might be able to agree. After much hard bargaining, 
in September 1978 two framework documents were produced. 
One was for peace between Israel and Egypt, and one for peace 
in the Middle East in general. 

It was hoped that the latter would lead to other countries 
becoming involved, but this proved illusory.The PLO rejected 
it outright, as did Jordan, Syria (now under the hard-line lead¬ 
ership of Hafez Assad) and the now economically powerful 
Saudi Arabia, paymaster of so much of the Middle East. 

Nevertheless, progress was made on the Israeli-Egyptian 
front. Israel agreed to pull out of Sinai, giving the peninsula 
back to Egypt, though, crucially, not Gaza, from which Israel 
did not retreat until 2005. Egypt spurned the enticements of 
other Arab states, made in a gathering in Baghdad in 1978, to 
pull out of the discussions altogether. So in March 1979 Carter 
flew to Cairo to rescue the now seriously delayed talks. He 
proved entirely successful. Sadat and Begin came to 
Washington and on 26 March they signed a peace treaty at the 
White House ending 12 years of on-off warfare. This treaty has 
lasted; for over quarter of a century Israel and Egypt have 
maintained the peace. Some years later, Jordan also recognized 
Israels right to exist. 

The Palestinian problem was not solved, however, and is 
with us still. The PLO remained firmly rejectionist, as did 
Israels other neighbours. Not only that, but by 1979 a 
dramatic change of events in Iran, Muslim but hitherto the 
West s key regional lynchpin, changed the face of the Middle 
East forever. 
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The Shah and the Iranian Revolution 

Iranians have been predominantly Muslim since the seventh 
century. But over the course of time, they turned increasingly 
to the Shiite form of Islam, officially so for the past few 
hundred years. They were also never part of the Ottoman 
Empire, albeit their ruling dynasties were Turkic in origin. In 
1925 Reza Khan rejected the republican option that Kemal 
Ataturk had taken in Turkey, and so was succeeded on his death 
by his son, Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi. 

The new Shah s hold over his throne was initially shaky — 
the Second World War followed by the threat of the Soviet 
occupation of northern Iran saw to that. Then, in 1951, came 
two years of crisis, caused by the Iranian Prime Minister, 
Mohammad Mossadeq, who nationalized the Anglo-Iranian 
Oil Company (now BP). This caused a major rift with the 
British, since the company’s British government links went 
back to before the First World War. Churchill, as First Lord of 
the Admiralty, had taken a major government shareholding in 
it because he realized that the future fuel of the Royal Navy 
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would be oil, and that the Government ought to be able at all 
times to have access to such fuel. Iran was therefore of crucial 
geopolitical importance to the British over several decades, 
even though it was never formally conquered by Britain or 
any other Western country. 

Because of the earlier threat to Iranian territory by the 
Soviets, the Americans were worried that Iran could go in a 
Communist direction. In what was, in the long-term, to be a 
foolish move, the CIA under Kermit Roosevelt (a distant 
relative of Franklin Roosevelt) organized a coup that restored 
the Shah to power and removed Mossadeq. Iran, as we saw, 
joined the British-inspired Baghdad Pact two years later in 
1955 and became a crucial American ally, keeping an eye, 
along with Turkey, on the Soviet Union to the north. It 
received millions in military aid from the USA, and the 
US—Iranian relationship became very close. 

Unfortunately, the Shah used his restoration to rule as a 
dictator, introducing a dreaded secret police force, the SAVAK, 
to enforce his will. He inaugurated in 1963 what he called the 
‘White Revolution’, a series of moves designed to modernize 
the country and increase Iran’s power and prestige. Much of 
this comprised what we would consider good ideas — the 
enfranchisement and empowerment of women, modern tech¬ 
nology and literacy being among the key goals. But all this was 
introduced, not through democracy as in neighbouring 
Turkey, but by an absolute monarch who did not really share 
his power with the ordinary people. 

Consequently the reactionary forces in the country — in 
particular, the bazaar merchants, and the Shiite clergy — were 
able to use dislike of the Shah’s autocracy to oppose his 
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modernization reforms. He also made the major error of 
forgetting the country’s strong Islamic roots. He looked back 
to Iran’s golden age, under rulers such as Cyrus the Great and 
Xerxes, all of whom predated Islam, and were therefore looked 
on askance by devout Muslims (in the same way that they also 
reject Pharaonic civilization in Egypt). One of the Shah’s key 
reforms was land redistribution, again a laudable goal as 
millions of ordinary Iranians were able to own land for the first 
time. But some of the major expropriated landowners were 
Shiite religious foundations, who had used their extensive land 
holdings to support religious learning and the mosques. 

One of the Shah’s key critics was a Shiite Grand Ayatollah, 
Ruhollah Khomeini. Based in Qom, the Shia theological 
centre, Khomeini did everything possible to oppose both the 
Shah’s changes and his despotic rule. 

Khomeini was initially exiled in 1964 to Iraq, with its very 
large Shiite population, and then, after Saddam Hussein 
expelled him in 1978 from the Shia holy city of Najaf, to Paris. 
From both places he used recent technology - the cassette tape 
especially — to spread his message: the overthrow of the Pahlavi 
dynasty, to be replaced by a proper Islamic state based upon 
Quranic principles, with religious leaders not a hereditary 
despot in charge. 

Oil, some now argue, can be a curse, not a blessing. The 
revenues often go straight to the capital city to be used by the 
ruling elite, rather than being spread generously among all the 
populace. Iran under the Shah is a classic example of this. 
While the state earned billions, ordinary Iranians saw precious 
little benefit, with the money going to the Shah’s Pahlavi 
Foundation, which became richer and even more powerful, 
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and to the increasingly Westernized and deracinated upper- 
middle classes, many of whom were educated in the West. 
Other related issues also rankled; for example, Americans 
working in the oil and similar industries were often exempted 
from Iranian law, which ordinary Iranians found humiliating. 

So while the Shah was modernizing, and making the lot of 
some Iranians much better — especially well-educated women, 
for example — others were feeling worse off than before. This 
was especially true of the new urban poor, the millions who 
came to the big cities — Tehran, for example, rose from one 
million people in 1945 to five million thirty years later. 
Corruption also became rampant, again with the middle 
classes gaining and the poor feeling resentful. The classic 
example of hubris by the elite came in 1971, when the Shah 
decided, without any strong historical evidence, that the 
Iranian monarchy was 2,500 years old. The celebrations — yet 
another reminder of Iran’s pre-Islamic past, with many of the 
soldiers dressed up in Achmaenid-period costume — cost 
around $200 million, at a time when many ordinary Iranians 
were living in dire poverty. 

Above all, average Iranians felt that their country was a 
pawn of the United States, and therefore not controlled by its 
own people. 

The fall of the Shah in 1979 was, like so many events in 
history — the collapse of the Iron Curtain in 1989 being a good 
example — not predicted by the experts. All the expensive 
intelligence in the world often fails to forecast major world 
changes before they happen, and the coming to power of the 
worlds first Islamist regime in Iran in 1979 is among such 
failures. Analysts in the CIA and elsewhere worried about 
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Iran’s Communist Tudeh Party, while ignoring the portents of 
the real revolution about to happen. 

(Western media experts similarly confessed in 2005 that 
they all failed to spot the huge groundswell of support for the 
hard-line Mayor of Tehran, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, who 
won the Iranian Presidential elections in June of that year. This 
was, they reflected ruefully after the event, in no small way 
because his voters, the poor, do not move in the same elite, 
English-speaking social circles as journalists from the West). 

In his book The Modern Middle East: A History, James L. 
Gelvin makes the important point that historians, sociologists 
and political scientists are not agreed on one overarching cause 
for the 1979 Iranian Revolution. But does this matter? As 
Gelvin reminds us, the closer we are to events, the more 
difficult it is to see them in perspective. 

Consider histories of the Cold War written as late as 1988: 
all are written from the viewpoint that the Cold War was a 
permanent phenomenon, and that Soviet/American rivalry 
would continue indefinitely. It was fear of the Soviets to the 
north, Gelvin shows, that was the prime reason that the USA 
supported a regime as despotic as the Shah’s. Yet in 1989 the 
Iron Curtain fell peacefully and in 1991 the USSR, seemingly 
so invincible, collapsed from within. 

It is the same point, Gelvin argues, with Iran. Writing in 
2005, he felt that Iran - to use a French Revolutionary analogy 
— was going through its ‘Thermidor moment’, namely, that 
part of the revolution’s history when moderates take over after 
early excesses. But at the same time as the book was published 
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad became President of Iran. At the time 
of writing, the issue of the production of nuclear material by 
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Iran has become one of the most pressing of the day, its reso¬ 
lution not helped by remarks by the new President on other 
items, such as his wish to see the state of Israel destroyed. As 
always, the Middle East remains as unpredictable as ever. 

One of the paradoxes of revolutions is that the regime 
which takes power is often far worse, and considerably more 
repressive, than its predecessor — for example, one only has to 
compare Stalin with Tsar Nicholas II, and Robespierre with 
King Louis XVI. 

The dictum was soon to prove itself in Iran. By early 1979 it 
became apparent even to the Shah that his despotic rule was 
no longer working. He finally installed a more genuinely 
reform-oriented Prime Minister, Shapur Bakhtiar, but it was 
too late. The strikes and riots that had begun in 1978 now 
escalated beyond the Shahs control. On 16 January 1979 the 
Shah fled, never to return. The following month, Ayatollah 
Khomeini returned in triumph from Paris. The army refused 
to protect the old regime any longer, and Bakhtiar’s 
government collapsed. Moderation and a secular solution for 
the problems of Iran thereupon ended too, although this was 
not immediately realized until October of that year. 

On 1 April 1979 Iran was proclaimed an Islamic Republic 
following a referendum the previous month. One wonders if 
most people knew what they were electing, but if any had qualms 
it was now too late. Initially, as can happen, a moderate Prime 
Minister took office — an engineer called Mehdi Barzagan, who 
had worked in the past with Mossadiq.The calm was short-lived. 
Strict Islamic dress codes were introduced, alcohol banned and 
links with the West reduced.Then in October came the coup that 
enabled the hard-line Shiite theocrats to take control. 
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The Shah was dying, and was obliged, now that he was a 
powerless international pariah, to go from pillar to post in 
search of effective medical treatment. Many in Iran were 
worried that since he had been reinstalled by the CIA after he 
had fled in 1953, history would repeat itself Others in Iran 
noted with concern the Israeli-Egyptian peace process, which, 
like their fellow Muslims in the Arab world, they viewed as a 
betrayal. Then in October, at the urging of Henry Kissinger, 
the Shah was admitted to the USA for medical treatment, 
despite Carter s strong misgivings. 

Carters doubts proved well-founded, and this decision 
probably cost him his presidency. The Iranian government had 
blocked an earlier attempt by revolutionary students to seize 
the American Embassy in Tehran — now all restraint was 
removed. In November 1979 militant students captured the 
Embassy (except the consulate, whose officials were able to 
escape disguised with fake Canadian passports), and took the 
entire diplomatic staff hostage. The siege lasted 444 days, and 
the hostage diplomats were not released until the day Reagan 
took office in 1981. 

(I was told at the time that the Soviets threatened dire 
action if any of their diplomats were similarly kidnapped - 
whether or not this is true I have never discovered). 

But not only were the diplomats held hostage — so too, in 
effect, was the USA, and its hapless President, Jimmy Carter. 
Khomeini proclaimed the USA as the Great Satan, and 
Barzagan was replaced as Prime Minister by a Khomeini 
loyalist. The Shahs death in 1980 made no difference and 
American attempts to rescue their diplomats ended in military 
humiliation. 
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Then on 21 September 1980 Saddam Hussein launched a 
war against Iran. This was to last eight years, with nearly a 
million eventual casualties, many of them either civilians, or 
soldiers of child age. It was a savage struggle, with numerous 
suicide missions only worsening the carnage. The West took 
Saddams side on the basis that ones enemy’s enemy is one’s 
friend. Not surprisingly, after 1991, and especially after 2003, 
the West’s decision to arm Iraq came back very strongly to 
haunt it, and with good cause. The war ended in stalemate 
with no side the true victor, millions bereaved and the two 
despotic regimes as firmly in power as ever. 

In 1980 President Carter publicly underlined the impor¬ 
tance of the Persian Gulf and its oil to US strategic interests. 
Ironically, it was the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in late 1990 that 
saw it implemented, rather than any action by the Iranians. 

Meanwhile, the threat of outside invasion greatly reinforced 
the power of Ayatollah Khomeini, whose rule as Supreme 
Leader, or interpreter of the Quran, the Faqih , enabled him to 
have jurisdiction that, as Bernard Lewis has pointed out, was 
unknown in Sunni Islam and, until then, in Shiite Islam as 
well. In 1980 the theocrats were able to take control of the 
Majlis , or Parliament, and the rule of the Western-educated 
Bani-Sadr as President lasted only until 1981, when Ayatollah 
Ali Khameini became President. (He succeeded Khomeini as 
Supreme Leader in 1989 and is still very much in power). 

Both sides in the war wanted greatly to increase their fire¬ 
power and advantage over the enemy. Both sides therefore 
tried to gain nuclear weapons. Iraq’s attempts failed when the 
Israelis bombed the Osiris Nuclear Power plant, and Saddam 
was unable, as we now know, to effectively resurrect his 
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programme after being defeated in the Gulf War in 1991, 
although he always tried to make it seem as if he had. With Iran 
the attempt is still with us, since President Ahmadinejad has 
made it clear that Iran is still on track to become a nuclear 
power in the twenty-first century. 

Revolution and religion: theories, lessons and 
implications 

How much did the Revolution change? Here again it is surely 
too early to tell. Much depends on how one sees the issues 
examined in the final chapter — the return of religion as a 
major player in world affairs. Are religious revolutionaries of 
the Iranian kind innately different from what went before? Or 
are writers like Gelvin correct in saying that while the style of 
revolution is different, in reality Shiite zealots are no different 
from their secular counterparts elsewhere in the world? On 
this there is no consensus — academic or any other kind. The 
issue upon which experts disagree is known as secularization 
theory, and it affects substantially the perception of both the 
Middle East, and issues such as Islamic terrorism. 

According to the theory, people should be becoming 
increasingly less religious as the world progresses with science, 
innovation and similar processes rendering people more 
secular. This is essentially a Western concept, tracing its origins 
to sociologists of religion such as the Harvard academic 
Harvey Cox. In Western Europe it uses as proof the massive 
decline in any kind of religious adherence in the twentieth 
century. In the USA, academics such as Cox argued for much 
the same phenomenon being seen in North America as well, 
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until the Reagan era of the 1980s. Then other thinkers, such as 
Peter Berger, noticed the start of the massive return to reli¬ 
gious values that led to Moral Majority, and the decision of 
millions of Evangelicals to support the Religious Right. 

However, all these are Western examples, and what Peter 
Berger, George Weigel and former Democratic Senator Daniel 
Patrick Moynihan all noted is that the West is very different 
from the rest of the world when it comes to the continuing 
importance of religion. 

When the Iranian Revolution happened and militant Islam 
received a shot in the arm, the results were completely counter 
to what the secularization theorists were saying. Suddenly, 
millions of people were becoming more religious, rather than 
less! Iran, for example, had been Muslim since the seventh 
century, but now, in the late twentieth, the ordinary citizens of 
one of the most technologically advanced Muslim states were 
making Islam the core of their national identity. 

(It should be said that, like Malaysia, or a Gulf State such as 
Dubai, a nation is fully able to be both Muslim and highly 
technologically advanced at the same time. Furthermore, the 
120 million Muslims in India are playing a full part in that 
country’s recent technological renaissance, including the 
nation’s current President, Dr A.PJ. Abdul Kalam who, as well 
as being a Muslim, is also the inventor of India’s nuclear 
weapons programme and Azim Premji, the Chairman of 
Wipro, the multinational Indian IT company and the richest 
man in the country.) 

Gilles Kepel described the Iranian example above in his 
book The Revenge of God , which looks at the resurgence of 
religion in Judaism, Christianity and Islam. (It is vital to 
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remember that plenty of other religions have their hard-line 
followers, not just Islam). Likewise, as mentioned previously, 
the American sociologist Peter Berger has written in The 
Desecularization of the World: Resurgent Religion and World Politics 
that secularization theory is being proved wrong by the day. In 
many parts of the world, Islam and Christianity are growing 
more rapidly than ever before, in both cases mainly at the 
expense of the ancestral tribal religions. This is occurring — as 
Philip Jenkins indicates in his book The Next Christendom — in 
places like parts of Indonesia and central Nigeria. All this has 
been very puzzling for the experts, many of whom have found 
the phenomenon disturbing, since the reality on the ground 
often contradicts the deeply held personal, secular and some¬ 
times anti-religious views of academic specialists. 

Gelvin (and, for example, the African writer Lamin Sanneh, 
in Piety and Power) are right to say that what dramatically 
increased secularism in Western Europe was the Protestant 
Reformation of the sixteenth century, and the nearly 200 years 
of warfare that followed as a result of it. 

First, there were two completely separate kinds of 
Christianity — Catholicism and Protestantism - within 
Western Europe, with belief differences that exceed those of 
the Sunni and Shia (except for Wahhabi Sunnis, most Sunni 
would recognize a Shiite as a fellow Muslim). Second, they 
went into active spiritual competition with each other, and 
third, there were long periods of active warfare on religious 
grounds. Eventually by the eighteenth century, the era of reli¬ 
gious war was over — some would argue by 1648 in the seven¬ 
teenth — and in time the ability to choose one kind of 
Christianity over another led to many deciding not to choose 
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any religion at all. This, Gelvin points out, made the West 
different from other parts of the world, whose history, religious 
and otherwise, is not at all similar. 

However, even Gelvin and other writers such as the 
American academic Benedict Anderson who wrote Imagined 
Communities do not seem fully to recognize that religious 
belief is different from holding a political ideology — being, say, 
a socialist or nationalist.When the Middle East was dominated, 
as in Nassers time, by Arab nationalism, and by state socialism, 
secular theorists in the West could understand this, since 
nationalism and socialism are Western secular concepts. But 
since 1979 the world has witnessed the outbreak of a wholly 
new religious phenomenon, which is completely outside the 
comprehension of most cultural commentators. 

In fact, as Peter Berger points out, only Western Europe is 
almost entirely secular in outlook. (Even countries that were 
once devoutly Catholic, such as Spain, are becoming increas¬ 
ingly as secular as their European neighbours to the north). 
What is surprising about the USA is not that it is religious, 
since most of the world is profoundly religious, but that it is 
unlike Western Europe, which is not. Therefore Iran looked at 
from a global perspective is far from unusual. 

Unfortunately, in the USA religion, especially Christianity, is 
highly partisan and politicized in a way not prevalent elsewhere, 
such as in Latin America, whose growing number of Protestants 
hold a wide variety of political beliefs, with many Brazilian 
Evangelicals, for example, being on the left not the right. Much 
religious analysis is therefore strongly linked to the American 
culture wars, which, as we saw earlier, is something unique to 
the USA. Since the A1 Qaeda attack of 9/11, the way in which 
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people consider Islam has also become part of the struggle, so 
that issues such as political correctness and the like are not seen 
on their own merit but through the prism of the proponent s 
stance within Americas internal domestic cultural debate. 

This polarization is highly regrettable, since it means that 
much of the world is therefore seen through a prism of 
internal American cultural conflict. Middle East policy too, for 
example, has in recent years become part of this secular/ 
religious culture war in the USA, and in a way that is very 
puzzling to those of us watching the debate from inside. It is 
sadly easy, to take another example, to find a commentary 
piece in newspapers which says that those who have religious 
beliefs are somehow primitive. Political correctness then 
makes this an awkward statement if applied, for example, to 
Muslims, since it is wrong to call those of other ethnic back¬ 
grounds savage or backward in any way. But then, as we saw in 
looking at the Crusades, there are others in the USA who 
defend the Crusades, and who do not hesitate to attribute to 
all Muslims the views of a small number of extremists. 

Much of this debate was caused by the events of 1979 in 
Iran. In so far as the USA is concerned, it was exacerbated by 
the capture of American diplomatic staff as hostages, some¬ 
thing that had a traumatic effect on the USA, and which has 
profoundly influenced on how many have seen Islam ever 
since, especially after 2001. 

We should always look at other people in the light of how 
they see themselves, not as we think they are or should be. For 
many Iranians, it is about religion, and the same is true of 
millions of other Muslims around the world. If we are to 
understand the Middle East properly, we need to accept that 




REVOLUTION AND RESISTANCE 


225 


billions of our fellow humans out there have a world view 
dissimilar from our own. 

The 1980s and the First and Second Gulf Wars 

In the 1980s, President Assad of Syria was busy killing his own 
people. The Ba’ath Party there was principally secular, and led 
by people, like Assad, from the Alawite minority sect of Shiite 
Islam — most Syrians being Sunni. Assad was worried by the 
threat posed, both spiritually and politically, by the Muslim 
Brotherhood. They represented mainstream Sunni Islam, 
which threatened him as an Alawite. They also posed a specifi¬ 
cally Islamic threat to someone as innately secular and nation¬ 
alist in outlook as Assad. 

He attacked the town of Hama in 1982, killing between 
10,000 and 20,000 people. In 1988 Saddam Hussein similarly 
butchered tens of thousands of innocent Kurdish civilians, 
gassing many of them to death, with results that became 
infamous worldwide. 

No massacre of Jews by Palestinians or of Arabs by Israelis 
has even approached such carnage. From the 1980s onwards, 
there was a major increase of Palestinian attacks on Jews, often 
directed as much against civilian targets as military, especially 
after the first major Palestinian uprising, the 1987 intifada. 

Yet none of the atrocities committed by Middle Eastern 
leaders upon their own people has ever received the global 
publicity or moral outrage that has come from attacks related 
to the Palestinian—Israeli struggle.Ten people in a pizza parlour 
achieve far more publicity and create far more anger than the 
death of 10,000 equally innocent civilians. Why is this? 
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We saw that, Jordan apart, the Arab states did not give citi¬ 
zenship to Palestinian exiles, however deeply they felt about 
Israels actions. As Arafat reportedly said to a friend as far back 
as the 1950s, the Palestinians would have to achieve liberation 
themselves, since no one would do it for them. While that 
might be unfair, it also has a strong element of truth. 

However, it is also true that for the Arab world the 
Palestinian issue is in many senses a defining one. First, Arab 
states have consistendy opposed Israel, and Palestine is the key 
to the ongoing hostility even if, as with Egypt after 1979, that 
animosity has been non-violent. Second, more controversially, 
it has been the perfect way to channel rage against an external 
enemy, rather than on one within. Most regimes in the Middle 
East are autocracies of some kind or another, with varying 
degrees of freedom permitted or denied the inhabitants. The 
Egyptian elections of 2005, for example, were regarded as not 
fully democratic by outside observers. 

Diverting hatred away from local despotic rulers to Israel is 
a classic example of what psychologists call projection theory, 
the best-known example being the Nazi use of the Jews as 
scapegoats for all that had gone wrong in Germany. Some 
almost Nazi-like propaganda against Israel has been freely 
permitted in the Middle East for many years — it is only very 
recendy that Egyptian schools have ceased to teach the nine¬ 
teenth-century anti-Semitic forgery, The Protocols of the Elders 
of Zion. Hate Israel and it is easy to forget that you are being 
repressed by a ruler of your own nationality and religion. 
Furthermore, as Gelvin points out, the conflict with Israel has 
seen the permanent militarization of many Arab societies - up 
to 30 per cent of the world s arms sales are in Arab countries. 
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Egypt has continued in a state of emergency for decades, even 
though it has been at formal peace with Israel since 1979, and, 
as Gelvin writes, many Arab societies use the excuse of the 
struggle for internal repression. It would be ironic if the 
Palestinians were to gain political freedom while those coun¬ 
tries that spoke out on their behalf remained repressed. 

In 1982 the Palestinian struggle became internationalized. 
To get rid of PLO emplacements in Lebanon which were 
being used as bases to attack Israel, the Israeli Defense Force 
(IDF) invaded Lebanon, taking much of the south. While this 
incursion achieved its immediate objectives, it also worsened 
the already terrible Lebanese civil war. Bashir Gemayal, the 
Maronite Christian warlord and President of Lebanon, was 
assassinated, by whom is still disputed by some. In revenge the 
Lebanese Christian Maronite Phalangist militia slaughtered 
hundreds of innocent Palestinian refugees in the camps of 
Sabra and Shatila. 

(Those knowing Spanish history will know that Franco s 
fascist/nationalist forces in the 1930s used the adjective 
Phalangist as well — the Maronites were strongly influenced by 
such developments). 

I visited these camps a few years later: the atmosphere was 
still tense. The IDF had been very close by, but did nothing to 
prevent the massacres, and an Israeli inquiry not long after¬ 
wards strongly censured their own forces, including the 
commander, General Ariel Sharon, who later became Prime 
Minister of Israel until serious ill health felled him in late 2005. 

In 1983 the American peacekeeping forces in Beirut were 
also massacred, when a suicide bomb hit their barracks. Jacob 
Fellure in The Everything Middle East Book recommends his 
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readers watch the Robert Redford and Brad Pitt film, Spy 
Game , to get a picture of what Beirut was like at the time. 
From my own memories of being in Lebanon during the civil 
war, the film gives a superb impression of the sheer chaos in 
the city. 

In 1985 the Israelis withdrew, since they now had local 
Christian Lebanese forces to carry out much of the security 
work in the border region. By 1990 the civil war was over, but 
Lebanon swiftly became a Syrian dependency, until the assassi¬ 
nation of Lebanese politician Rafik Harari in 2005 led to what 
some hopefully called the ‘Cedar Revolution’, in which 
people power compelled the withdrawal of Syrian troops. 

But 1990 is better remembered as the year in which Saddam 
Hussein invaded Kuwait, under what seems to have been the 
false impression, gained in a misunderstood conversation with 
an American diplomat, that the West would not interfere. From 
his point of view, this turned out to be a highly costly mistake. 

(Countries facing similar threats in the 1990s but which did 
not have oil, such as Croatia, Bosnia and Rwanda, felt under¬ 
standably aggrieved that the West did not form a coalition to 
help them as well, but such, alas, are the realities of interna¬ 
tional politics). 

Saddam s misreading of the situation meant international 
involvement to liberate Kuwait from the Iraqi attack - and 
also, perhaps even more important, prevent a further invasion 
of Saudi Arabia, holder of the world s greatest oil reserves. 
President George Bush Sr. was a firm believer in international 
coalitions and diplomacy, and was soon able to assemble a 
powerful group that contained Arab nations as well as Western, 
Egyptian and Syrian troops in addition to British and 
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American forces. The coalition was known as Operation 
Desert Shield and, after the invasion of Kuwait in January 1991 
as Operation Desert Storm. 

Bush s diplomacy meant that it would be more difficult to see 
the war as one of Western imperial aggression. For example 
Syria — who in common with Iraq had with a Ba’athist regime — 
was hardly an ally of the West, had close links with the weakened, 
soon-to-be-dissolved USSR and remained implacably opposed 
to Israel and the peace process. In spite of this, President Assad 
sent troops to fight alongside those from the UK and America. 
The USSR did not intervene - by the end of 1991 it would no 
longer exist - and this meant that Iraq like Syria had no powerful 
Soviet ally to whom it could turn.The losers were the PLO who 
supported Saddam, and Jordan, which did too, though in the 
latter case to avert internal strife as the government knew how 
deeply unpopular support for the US would be, given that so 
much of the Jordanian population was and is of Palestinian 
origin. (Yemen also supported Iraq) .The Arab Street also strongly 
and vociferously supported Saddam. For many ordinary Arabs he 
became the great champion of the Arab cause against what many 
regarded as Western imperialism, in spite of widespread Arab 
government support for the coalition. 

The nature of the coalition also meant that there were 
severe limitations on what the Desert Storm forces could 
accomplish, and here began a debate that, in the USA at least, 
has been going on ever since. For once Western troops and 
their Arab allies, principally Saudi Arabia, had liberated Kuwait 
in 1991, the war stopped. 

Before fighting started, tales of large coalition casualties at 
the hand of Saddam s elite Republican Guard units proved to 
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be untrue — more British soldiers were killed by accidental 
American friendly fire than by Iraqis, and while coalition casu¬ 
alties were very low, the Iraqi army was swiftly defeated. 

Some therefore, especially neoconservatives in the US 
administration such as Paul Wolfowitz, advocated going all the 
way to Baghdad and removing the Ba’athist regime. But 
removing Saddam was not an option for the Arab members of 
the Coalition, who feared that a post-Saddam regime would 
be unacceptable, however much they disliked the Iraqi 
dictator. In particular, it is unlikely that Sunni Saudi Arabia, 
with its Wahhabi brand of Islam that does not even recognize 
Shiism, would have wanted a democratic and predominantly 
Shiite regime to the north. Kurdish separatism together with 
possible demands for an independent Kurdistan was also unac¬ 
ceptable to the local regimes. In addition leading US soldiers, 
such as the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General 
Colin Powell, were keen to have a limited war with clear 
objectives and minimum casualties — the Powell Doctrine. So 
Saddam Hussein remained in power. 

However, the West encouraged local groups to rebel. The 
rebellion duly broke out, with catastrophic and near-genocidal 
consequences for those who were brave enough to revolt 
against the dictator. In the Kurdish areas north of the coalition- 
imposed no-fly zone, much of the region was able, after a while, 
to become semi-independent, albeit in unusual circumstances. 
But the rebellion in the Shiite areas led to major disaster. 
Hundreds of thousands of Shiite Marsh Arabs, who had lived for 
centuries in the southern marshes of Iraq, were killed or 
displaced and their ancient habitat destroyed in what became a 
simultaneous human and ecological catastrophe. The rebellion 
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was duly suppressed, and although it had been encouraged by 
the West, no Western state went to the aid of the hapless rebels, 
who were butchered unaided. Better the devil you know, 
reckoned the Arab governments, than a disruptive new regime 
that might unsettle yours. 

For as Goldschmidt reminds us, most Middle Eastern 
regimes have no popular legitimacy with their own people. 
They are therefore particularly vulnerable, and Arab unity is 
difficult to maintain. A post-Saddam regime with legitimacy 
or an Iraq split into its three component parts could have been 
highly destabilizing, and thousands of Shiite Arabs and Kurds 
therefore paid the price. 

Should the allied forces have gone all the way to Baghdad? 
Such a decision remains highly controversial to this day; Lady 
Thatcher notoriously stated that if she had still been in power 
they would have conquered Saddam! The decision was 
regretted by American neo-conservatives, who subsequently 
wrote an infamous memo when back in opposition saying that 
the conquest of Iraq was Western unfinished business. Since 
many of its authors, such as Richard Perle and Paul Wolfowitz, 
took influential positions when George W. Bush took office in 
2001, and since Iraq was then invaded under his leadership in 
2003, this view has become yet more controversial still. 

On the one hand, hundreds of thousands of Iraqis would be 
alive today if Coalition forces had continued to Baghdad. Not 
only would there have been no massacre of the Shiites and 
Kurds in 1991, but the huge numbers that died as a result of 
the economic sanctions against Iraq then imposed by the UN 
— and manipulated by Saddam against his own people — would 
also be alive as well. Democracy might then have come earlier. 
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But on the other hand, the Arab dictatorships would never 
have agreed to topple Saddam since they would have feared for 
their own regimes, and it would have been virtually, if not 
totally impossible for Western forces to have proceeded under 
such circumstances. Although the decision caused countless 
deaths and enormous human suffering to innocent people, it 
was, alas, the only one realistically possible. 

The disappearance of the USSR, which left the USA as the 
only remaining superpower, or hyper-power (to borrow a 
French phrase), soon made another major impact on the 
Middle East. This was the Israeli—PLO agreement of 1993, 
sometimes called the Oslo Accords, since the peace process 
was begun in secret negotiations by the Norwegian 
government, and only ratified by the USA when the clan¬ 
destine discussions became overt. Yitzhak Rabin, the Israeli 
Prime Minister, Shimon Peres, the Foreign Minister, andYasser 
Arafat of the PLO were all awarded the Nobel Prize the 
following year, sadly prematurely, since the peace for which 
everyone longed did not break out. 

Writing more than 12 years later, the great hopes of 1993 
remain tragically unfulfilled. There is still no real peace in 
Palestine, and, if anything, the situation has worsened, with 
suicide bombing becoming the weapon of choice of the 
Islamic terrorists. 

(Specifically Islamic terrorism will be examined in the next 
chapter — I consider it different from the essentially secular, 
nationalist terrorism of the PLO. Christian Palestinians can want 
a Palestinian state. However Hamas, and similar Islamic organiza¬ 
tions seek a Muslim state, which is therefore religious as well as 
nationalist — a seemingly small, but nonetheless vital distinction). 
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Of the Nobel Laureates, only Peres is still with us. Arafat 
died in Paris in 2004 after becoming gravely ill. Rabin, by 
contrast, was assassinated in 1995 at a peace rally, and not by a 
Palestinian terrorist but byYigal Amir, a fellow Jew. Amir was 
part of an extremist group that regarded any deal with the 
Palestinians as treachery, and therefore punishable by death. 
Rabin s murder was a tragedy in many ways. He had been a 
highly successful general, and had impeccable pro-peace 
credentials. Without his presence the peace process suffered 
accordingly. The rise of Jewish terrorism was demonstrated, for 
example, by the massacre of innocent Muslim worshippers in 
Hebron by an Israeli extremist. Jews have killed Arabs, Arabs 
have similarly killed Jews, and the fight has been, to some 
extent, internationalized — some of the Islamic suicide 
bombers were British Muslims, for example. 

(Interestingly, they were from upper middle-class homes 
and privately educated — thus as far as possible from the usual 
picture of an impoverished Palestinian with nothing to lose in 
death). 

Ever since 1995 coundess attempts have been made, often 
with the help of the USA, to broker a peace deal in Palestine. 
Up to and including the time of writing, none have been 
successful, although, with new Palestinian leadership following 
the death of Arafat, things might possibly change for the better. 
In 2000, President Clinton felt he came close, with talks 
arranged between the then-Israeli Prime Minister, Ehud Barak 
— also a former general — and Arafat. But even though Barak 
conceded much, it was still unacceptable for Arafat, and the 
stalemate continued. In 2005 the right-wing Likud Prime 
Minister Ariel Sharon, yet another former soldier, was able to 
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make Israeli settlers withdraw from Gaza. But large settlements 
remain, as of 2006, on the West Bank. 

It is very difficult to write about a conflict in which we are 
still mired, with no end in sight. Of course, one could have said 
the same about the Cold War, even as late as, January 1989. 
When that conflict ended, the demise was very swift, and 
equally total. 

So details about the many ups and downs in the negotia¬ 
tions over the past decade, accounts of deaths on both sides, 
and lists of meetings and bombing raids, would in a sense just 
be retelling the same story without the perspective that a 
known conclusion, on the lines of 1989 in Europe, can give us. 
Nothing of real substance has changed. 

One possible good sign from the Israeli side is a realization 
that if they are to remain a democracy they have to do some¬ 
thing drastic, otherwise they will either have to be a dicta¬ 
torship or withdraw to territory that is overwhelmingly 
Jewish. Gaza and the West Bank apart, there is - as Ehud 
Olmert told a group of us in London — also the question of the 
growing Arab population within Israel, including those within 
the old pre-1967 borders. Olmert, who wishes to preserve 
Israel as a genuine democracy, is very aware of this and it is the 
rationale both of the withdrawal from Gaza and for the 
construction of the wall between Israel and the Palestinian 
Authority area. Since the person saying this was later a co¬ 
founder of the new Kadima political party and now Prime 
Minister, it might augur well. But it would be a brave person 
who could predict the future of so long standing a conflict. 

The building of the wall has been likened to the 
construction of the equally notorious Berlin Wall in the 1960s. 
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But the Berlin Wall did not work and nor, I suspect, will this 
new one. It might make terrorism slightly more difficult, but 
those determined enough to commit atrocities against 
civilians will, alas, find a way around it, in the same way that 
those zealous enough at escaping Communism always 
managed to get out somehow. 

The other dramatic event of the Middle East was the fall of 
Saddam Hussein in 2003.This is a story very much in progress 
at the time of writing before the long-term consequences of 
the late 2005 referendum on the constitution is known. In 
2006 we have a majority Shiite government with a Shia Arab 
Prime Minister, al-Maliki, elected for a full term of office, but 
with the internal conflict still very much in full flow. 

Here again, people have often taken sides not on the basis of 
the issues themselves, but on how they view the power of the 
USA. In Britain, some on the socialist left did support Anglo- 
American intervention, notably the Labour MP Ann Clwyd 
and Nick Cohen, the radical journalist and columnist. Some 
on the political right, such as the prominent Conservative MP 
Kenneth Clarke, opposed the war. What is interesting about 
the pro-war left was that they included people who had been 
involved in supporting the human rights of the Kurds, 
hundreds of thousands of whom had died at the hands of 
Saddam’s secret police. In this case, the deaths were indis¬ 
putable, with countless bodies being discovered to prove that 
the massacres, unlike the legendary ‘weapons of mass 
destruction’ were genuine. 

In my book on Churchill’s creation of Iraq, and in the 
London Sunday Times on 26 December 2004 I have written 
about the very artificial nature of Churchill’s creation of 1921. 
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While the future of Iraq is as deeply unclear as that of the 
Israeli-Palestinian dispute, it is evident that old allegiances - to 
tribal or religious groups — are more powerful for many Iraqis 
than patriotism for a unitary Iraqi state.The Sunnis who ruled, 
often despotically, for the first 82 years of the country’s exis¬ 
tence now find themselves excluded, an inevitable result of 
sectarian rather than ideological voting. It is clear that the 
hard-line elements in Iran are doing their best to support 
similar factions in Iraq and perhaps also to destabilize their 
newly democratic neighbour. Whatever the future of Iraq will 
be, the idealism of the right-wing neo-conservatives in the 
USA who so keenly supported the invasion prior to 2003 now 
seems rather misplaced, as a repentant Francis Fukuyama 
admitted on changing from his original hawkish position on 
invading Iraq. In early 2006, military analysts to whom I have 
spoken think that the current alliance between secular 
Ba’athist Sunni Arab nationalists and hard-line Islamic (and 
also Sunni) extremists might eventually break up, since their 
visions of a future Iraq — one still secular, the other profoundly 
religious — will eventually conflict. But we shall see ... 

Whatever the future of the Middle East, the Cradle of 
Civilization will be at the centre of global attention for a very 
long time to come. 




A CLASH OF CIVILIZATIONS? 9/11 AND 
THE FUTURE OFTHE MIDDLE EAST 


When I began thinking about this book, Yasser Arafat was still 
alive, and Saddam Hussein was President of Iraq. No Islamic 
terrorist attacks had taken place in Britain, and the Middle East 
and its concerns were still very far from the thoughts of most 
people in the West. There was hope that moderates would 
continue to rule Iran, and sorrow that Lebanon would still be 
suffering under Syrian tutelage. 

As it being finished, Ariel Sharon, the former Israeli Prime 
Minister, is now off the political scene following a massive 
stroke. He founded a new political party, Kadima, which, 
under the leadership of Ehud Olmert, is now the largest party 
in the Knesset following an election in which their old party, 
Likud, trailed in fourth place. Olmert is now Prime Minister in 
a coalition that includes the Labour Party. 

One of the difficulties about taking history into the present 
is that events can change so rapidly and unpredictably. The 
atrocities of 9/11 took place in the middle of my writing a 
textbook on terrorism, so much had to be altered, and quickly. 
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Likewise, the death of Arafat has, some people now feel, 
improved the prospects of a peace settlement between Israel 
and the Palestinians, even though old tensions between the 
Fatah base of the PLO and the overtly Islamist Hamas are 
continuing. But the election of Hamas as the biggest single 
party in the Palestinian elections of 2006 could change the 
situation yet again, with PLO and Hamas gangs shooting at 
each other in Gaza and the instant-comment pundits on tele¬ 
vision predicting a Palestinian civil war. 

Similarly, in 2005, Lebanon became freer with the Syrian 
stranglehold diminished, although hopes for a reformist 
President in Iran were dashed in the elections that year. (Just 
to show the dangers of making predictions, the otherwise 
excellent US News and World Report special edition on Islam 
entitled ‘Secrets of Islam’ (no date) predicted confidently that 
former President Rafsanjani would win, only for him unex¬ 
pectedly to lose almost immediately the edition was 
published.) And while the carnage in London of 7 July 2005 
did not change British policy, it nonetheless drew the 
attention of British people to terrorism and issues in the 
Middle East in a way that might not have been the case 
hitherto. 

Therefore, this chapter will be concerned with themes and 
broad ideas, in order to avoid the dangers of dating too quickly. 
While the individuals involved will probably change, the 
underlying issues are certain to be with us for some while into 
the future. As American specialist Ellis Billups Jr. has remarked, 
the current conflict between Islamic terror and the West is 
likely to be around for many years. Similarly former CIA 
Director James Woolsey has referred to it as the Fourth World 
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War and also expects it to last a very long time — presumably 
inferring that the Cold War figures as the third world war. 

The key theme of this chapter will therefore be the rise of 
specifically Islamic terror, and the conflict within Islam to 
which many in Britain woke up on 7 July 2005.1 was in the 
USA on 9/11, when America received a massive alarm call 
that should have woken the entire West. Therefore the events 
of 7 July nearly four years later should have come as no 
surprise, especially in the light of the Madrid train bombings 
not so long before. 

Thankfully and as all moderates of goodwill predicted, 
British Muslim leaders denounced the bombings that four of 
their fellow Muslims had carried out that day in London. For 
one of the key events of recent years is the impact that the 
Middle East and its internal conflicts is now having on the 
wider world, from Bali to Madrid and from London to New 
York. 

Had this book been written not just a few years ago but 
some decades back, Nasser would have been the obvious 
choice for one of the most important Arabs of the post-war 
period, and certainly the most eminent Egyptian. However, 
there is now a good case for saying that that accolade should 
go to someone who, at that time, was almost entirely 
unknown. 

In the light of the increase in religious terror since the 
1990s, it is clear that by far one of the most influential and 
important Egyptian thinkers would now be the former 
schoolteacher, Sayyid Qutb. Qutb was executed on Nassers 
orders in 1966. The writer Peter Bergen has righdy described 
him as ‘the leading ideologue of the jihadist movement.’ His 
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thinking, and in particular his book Signposts Along the Road 
(sometimes translated as Milestones) has been crucial in the 
inspiration of the Islamic terror the world has witnessed since 
1998, and in particular including and since September 2001. 

At the heart of Qutb s teaching was his confirmation that it 
was legitimate to attack apostate Muslims as well as complete 
outsiders. Therefore someone like Nasser, who was theoreti¬ 
cally a Muslim, was evil, because his real ideology was not so 
much Islam as Arab socialism and nationalism. He gained this 
idea from IbnTaymiyya, who, as we saw, regarded it as lawful to 
attack the Mongol Khans in Iran, even though they were, 
nominally at least, converts to Islam. 

(The academic Michael Scott Doran has suggested that bin 
Laden sees the current world threatened by the West in the 
same way that the Mongols threatened and then destroyed the 
great Abbasid empire in 1258 — a possible interpretation of bin 
Ladens 1998 fatwa). 

As John Esposito, the American academic, has explained, in 
The Islamic Threat: Myth or Reality?: 

For Qutb, Islamic movements existed in a world of repressive 
anti-Islamic governments and societies. Society was divided up 
into two camps, the party of God and the party of Satan, those 
committed to the rule of God and those opposed. There was no 
middle ground ... The Islamic movement ( haraka ) was a 
righteous minority adrift in a sea of ignorance, and unbelief 
(jahiliyya). He dismissed Muslim governments and societies as un- 
Islamic (jahih ), being in effect atheist or pagan. 


As we saw much earlier, early Islam referred to pre-Islamic 
society as jahiliyya or a state of ignorance. To Qutb, Egypt in 
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the 1950s and 1960s was no different — the same now applied 
to the modern Middle East. As Esposito continues: 

For Qutb, the cause was the displacement of Islam’s God- 
centered universe by a human-centered world ... [To Qutb] the 
West is the historical and persuasive enemy of Islam and Muslim 
societies, both as a political and as a religiocultural threat. Its clear 
and present danger comes not only from its political, military and 
economic power, but also from its hold on Muslim elites who 
govern and guide by alien standards, which threaten the identity 
and soul of their societies. 

Nationalism and socialism are Western inventions. While Arabs 
like Nasser believed in them, such world-views could not 
claim to be Islamic. Thus the new Islamic threat is against both 
local tyrants and innocent Westerners alike. 

Palestinian terrorism, as we saw, was specifically directed 
against Israeli targets, including those overseas, such as the 
Israeli athletes killed at the Munich Olympics in 1972. Both 
the PLO, as a straightforward nationalist group, and Hamas, as a 
Muslim nationalist body do not target anyone other than 
Israel. 

However, what we have now is transnational terrorism, aimed 
both at regimes deemed un-Islamic, even if they are Muslim, 
and those countries deemed to be allied to such governments, 
and likely to corrupt ordinary Muslims by undermining their 
Islamic faith and practice. This latter threat has been called 
‘westoxification’, a term popularized in Iran in the circles 
around Ayatollah Khomeini. The West is a double source of 
corruption — both at elite level, persuading rulers to reject 
Islamic government in favour of democracy or dictatorship, 
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and at a street level, by seducing ordinary Muslims from leading 
pious lives. 

This remains a controversial issue, in both the West and in 
the Islamic world. On the one hand there are writers such as 
the former CIA analyst, and now media commentator, Michael 
Scheuer, the author of books such as Through Our Enemies’ Eyes 
and Imperial Hubris: Why the West is Losing the War on Terror. 
Scheur says that it is what the West does , in terms of foreign 
policy and the like, that matters. On the other hand, those such 
as the conservative British critic and philosopher, Roger 
Scruton, who wrote The West us. the Rest, claim it is because of 
whom we are that extremists in the Islamic world dislike us. 

A middle way between these views is possible — like that 
held by Thomas Friedman of the NewYorkTimes. He has popu¬ 
larized the idea of a Jordanian journalist, Rami Khouri, who 
distinguishes between the Arab Street and the Arab Basement. 
(Since the Islamic world, thanks to television and radio, is now 
globally attuned to events in the Middle East, it might be 
better to refer to the Islamic Street and Islamic Basement.) 

Khouri and Friedman argue that Islamic terrorists live in 
the Basement, but recruit from the Street. I would go on to say 
that the Basement hates the West and its Middle Eastern allies 
for who they are, and the Street dislikes them for what they do. 
Both theories are therefore correct and mutually compatible. 
The terrorists want a return to a pure Islamic state, a Caliphate, 
and the street might, for example, like Coca-Cola and rock 
music but loathe the way they perceive the West as supporting 
Israel over Palestine, or the American invasion of Iraq in 2003. 

This means that, while the West may not wish to change its 
nature and thereby lessen the hatred felt for it by the 
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Basement, it can, by judicious policy, prevent recruitment from 
the Street into the Basement. Much therefore depends on 
whether or not the West realizes that there is a conflict within 
the Arab world for the soul of Islam, and that when it does, it 
proceeds to act accordingly. 

(The desire of the West to hold on to its own values - such 
as freedom of speech — was seen dramatically in the riots by 
angry Muslims worldwide in early 2006 against unpleasant 
caricatures of the Prophet Muhammad published in a Danish 
newspaper in late 2005.). 

For after 9/11, the instinctive reaction of many in the West 
was to blame themselves.This was particularly true, for example, 
in many publications in Britain and the USA, and at the teach- 
ins held on American campuses to try to explain to perplexed 
students not just what had happened but why. But this, one can 
argue, was a completely Western-centred way of looking at the 
world, always making the West responsible for everything that 
goes right or wrong and refusing to attribute independent 
agency to anyone living outside the West s borders. 

This is far from arguing that the West bears no responsibility, 
since Scheuer does have a point. But to say that the West bears 
sole responsibility is surely not true, and is also insulting to the 
people living in the Middle East. Unthinking knee-jerk 
support either for Israel (as in some circles in the USA), or for 
Palestine (as on much of the political left in Europe) does not 
help either side in the Israeli-Palestinian struggle, just one 
example of where Western attitudes have made an impact in 
the region. 

Likewise, while support for war against Iraq has surely 
helped recruit some to the terrorist cause, for other 
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like-minded individuals a hatred for everything for which the 
West stands long predates 2003. Therefore the picture is 
chequered or of uneven shades of grey rather than straight 
black or white, even though protagonists on the various sides 
would not see it that way. 

In fact it is better to say that the main struggle is often an 
internal one, with the West often the scapegoat. This one can 
argue was the case in 2006, when the Syrian and Iranian 
governments used the Danish cartoon affair to stir up anti- 
Western hatred, conveniently, especially in the Syrian case, 
diverting local anger from an oppressive internal regime. To 
persuade the people to hate a foreign enemy is a good way of 
preventing them from realizing how freedom is crushed at 
home. 

Again, while some people from the Muslim world were 
talking peace, others were plotting violence. For example in 
the 1990s when Palestinians were engaged in peace negotia¬ 
tions with the West, including with Israel under US auspices, 
A1 Qaeda was plotting the attacks on the USS Cole and on 
American embassies in Africa. 

All in all, while some people have a conceptual preference 
for black and white, I think the Friedman/Khouri paradigm of 
the Street and the Basement works better than any other inter¬ 
pretation. For the Basement, it is a religious struggle — or 
cosmic, as Mark Juergensmeyer helpfully puts it — and an 
internal conflict for the soul of Islam. Much of the Street, 
however, is affected considerably by how the West behaves, or 
how ordinary people perceive what is happening in Palestine 
when they watch A1 Jazeera. To attribute blanket motives to 
everyone is to make matters much too simple, and if we are to 
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understand the situation properly we need to be able to see it 
from several angles at once. 

Analyses of the rise of Islam often begin with the tumul¬ 
tuous revolution in Iran in 1979, and the overthrow of the Shah 
not by pro-Western modernizers, but by religious zealots 
determined to create a regime radically different from what had 
gone before. There is much to support such a view, since 1979 
was the first time that Islamic radicals had managed actually to 
take control of a country, and in Iran’s case one of the most 
prosperous, oil-producing and populous nations in the region. 

But two cautions need to be made. 

First, Iran is a Shia country, and therefore in Islamic terms 
atypical of most of the Middle East, which has remained 
Sunni. Only in Iraq and Lebanon, which have large Shia popu¬ 
lations, has Shiite Islam and its perspectives made a difference. 

Second, and related to this, Sunni Islamic radicalism has 
been around for a long time, going back to the Muslim 
Brotherhood and similar organizations. So although Ayatollah 
Khomeini remains a figure of real consequence, and events in 
Iran have greatly encouraged Islamic militants around the 
world by demonstrating that Islamic regimes can come into 
being and radical Shia organizations, such as Hizbollah, are 
involved in the active struggle against Israel, it is Sunni Islam 
from which A1 Qaeda and its many imitator groups come, and 
Sunni militants who have launched holy war against the West. 

One of the key — and most controversial — theories of recent 
years in international relations has been that of a Harvard 
academic, Samuel Huntington. First put forward in the influ¬ 
ential American journal Foreign Affairs in 1993, and then 
published in book form in 1996 under the title The Clash of 
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Civilizations , this was a theory that came back into the news, 
inaccurately I believe, in 2006 over the issue of Islamic rage 
against the Danish cartoons. 

In essence, Huntington’s message was that since the end of 
the Cold War the old bipolar world — the free West (the USA 
and its allies) vs. the Communist East (the USSR and its satel¬ 
lites) — had come to an end. Optimistic commentators, like 
Francis Fukuyama in his idealistic The End of History, had 
suggested that this excluded future conflict. Far from it — there 
was a new kind around the corner. 

The bipolar Cold War would be replaced by what 
Huntington called a ‘clash of civilizations’.This was based not 
so much on secular ideology but culture, at whose heart was 
religion. He divided most of the world into the following 
groups (surprisingly leaving out Israel, the only Jewish state): 
the West (as a merger of Christian Catholic and Christian 
Protestant), the Orthodox, the Muslim, the Hindu, the 
Buddhist, the Confucian and the Shinto. 

Most controversial of all, he stated that the civilization of 
Islam had ‘bloody borders’, and that much of the world’s forth¬ 
coming conflicts would include Islam as a protagonist. So 
when 9/11 happened, many Americans, in newspaper 
comment and on television, felt that Huntington had been 
vindicated. So too did Huntington. But there are good reasons 
to suggest that such a theory is fatally flawed. 

To begin with, it embodies Edward Said’s hypothesis that 
the West looks at the Middle East and nearby regions en masse 
through a distorting lens. While by no means always agreeing 
with Said — his criticisms of academics such as Bernard Lewis 
are often unfair — on this issue, he has a strong case. In reality 
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the Middle East is far from homogenous culturally, economi¬ 
cally, and even spiritually. There are secular republics and an 
Islamic state, moderate countries and totalitarian regimes. A 
number of countries, such as Egypt, Jordan, Syria and Iraq have 
old Christian communities. In some, women are well- 
educated; in others conditions are similar to the Middle Ages. 
Some are Sunni, others Shia or with large Shiite minorities. 
Iran is Persian speaking, reserving Arabic for religious use. In 
Iraq, from 2003 onwards, many Shiite Iraqis were murdered by 
Sunni extremists — Muslims killing Muslims. 

Outside Islam’s historic heartland, Muslim communities 
from West Africa to Indonesia vary even more widely — to say 
that Saudi Arabia and Indonesia, for example, are the same 
would be to stretch a point too far. In Pakistan as in Iraq, Shiite 
Muslims have been the victims of attacks by Sunni terrorists, 
pitching Muslim against Muslim once again. 

In another of my books, Why the Nations Rage , I have quoted 
from the now former President of Iran, Khatami, a moderate 
who, when in power, was keen to develop what he describes as 
the ‘dialogue of civilizations’, a theme enthusiastically supported 
by the United Nations. Similar calls have been made by other 
Muslim peacemakers, notably the Pakistani scholar, Akbar 
Ahmed. In short, one could use the phrase of another Harvard 
academic, David Litde, who refers both to the ‘confusion of civi¬ 
lizations’ and the fact that the Huntington thesis is over-simplistic. 

Not only that, but the decision of many moderate Muslims 
to march against the extremists in early 2006 also proves that 
Islam is far from monolithic, and that many in the Islamic 
world deeply resent the claim of the hard-liners to be the sole 
spokespeople for the Muslim religion. 
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But while the clash of civilizations theory may be flawed, 
and fails to recognize the rich diversity of life in the Middle 
East, it does, like all Orientalist theories, inform much Western 
perception of the region, although in this particular case 
distorting outside views of the area to the detriment of those 
living there. 

Perhaps a more impressive theory is that of a Muslim 
academic living in Germany, Bassam Tibi. This theory, which, 
alas, has had far less attention, is the ‘clash of universalisms’ in 
his book The Challenge of Fundamentalism: Political Islam and the 
New World Disorder. 

Tibi’s argument is that Islam and Christianity are innately 
different from other religions, in that they claim universal 
validity. Both of them are active missionary faiths, seeking to 
win converts from all ethnic groups and peoples across the 
world. While other religions might evangelize on a limited 
basis, only these two state that they alone are universally true. 

Take the helpful recent books Mark Juergensmeyer has 
written, such as Terror in the Mind of God , together with Jessica 
Stern’s Terror in the Name of God and my own works. 
Juergensmeyer and Stern aim to show that while most reli¬ 
gions have extremist, terrorist wings, the consequences of this 
are normally manifested within the religion rather than 
outside it. Hindu extremists from the RSS, the group that 
killed Gandhi, will commit atrocities against Muslims and 
Christians within India, but do not take the struggle outside. 
The same applies, as Juergensmeyer demonstrates, with Sikh 
terrorist groups. This is because, although there are plenty of 
Hindus and Sikhs living outside of India, the real struggle is for 
the soul of India itself and not one for worldwide domination. 
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Hindus and Sikhs do not want to have global jurisdiction, nor 
do they go out of their way to win converts from among 
peoples of non-South Asian origin. (There are exceptions to 
this,but not many). 

With Islam and Christianity it is entirely different.There is a 
growing number of converts to Islam in the West, and in places 
such as Nigeria and Indonesia Christians and Muslims are in a 
race for converts. This has created violent clashes among those 
whose idea of spreading the faith is more violent than those of 
the more peaceful majorities within those religions. (It should 
be remembered that in south-east Asia, Islam was brought 
peacefully, and spread through traders and merchants, rather 
than by the sword). The central belts of Nigeria and areas such 
as Aceh in Indonesia have seen bloody fights between the two 
groups, with people being killed on both sides. In India, since 
the riots in Ayodhya in 1992, Muslims have usually been the 
victims of angry extremist Hindu mobs, rather than the perpe¬ 
trators. (Similarly, Christians have also been victims, with both 
local believers and missionaries being killed). 

Some of the borders of Islam, therefore, are bloody, but it is 
not possible to blame the Muslim faith tout court as a result. It 
is the global nature of Islam coming up against an equally 
international faith, Christianity, with both claiming universal 
jurisdiction, which truly makes the clash happen. Thus radical 
Hindus do not kill people outside India, but extremist 
Muslims slaughter people from New York to London via Bali 
and Madrid. 

As Juergensmeyer also shows — including in his book The 
New Cold War? Religious Nationalism Confronts the Secular State 
— many of these struggles are intra-religious. A1 Qaeda is 
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against the West, but also the Saudi regime. The extremists in 
Israel who murdered Rabin are as much against their own 
government and the peace process as they are the Arabs. 

This we see, in Islam, above all in the career of Sayyid Qutb, 
the Egyptian thinker who is now being written about in depth 
in such publications as The Age of Sacred Terror by Daniel 
Benjamin and Steven Simon, and in Terror and Liberalism by 
Paul Berman. 

Benjamin and Simon rightly place Qutb, a twentieth- 
century thinker, in their chapter on Ibn Taymiyya, the 
medieval thinker we have already considered, and after their 
assessment of the eighteenth-century leader al-Wahhab. 

What is especially interesting about Qutb is that he spent 
time in the USA. He was shocked by an innocent church 
dance in Greeley, Colorado, considering it hopelessly 
decadent, as he did the uniformity and neatness of the 
suburban lawns. But as Berman points out, what really 
horrified Qutb was not so much the sex or the identical 
appearance of the houses but the ‘place accorded to religion in 
liberal society,’ and in particular the ‘split between the sacred 
and the secular in modern liberalism.’ 

This confirms what was seen earlier in the Friedman/ 
Khouri idea of the Basement and the Street. What Berman is 
showing is that it is not so much what the West does in the 
Middle East or elsewhere that matters to the Basement, but the 
very self-identity of the West itself. 

Qutb was dismayed that much of his own part of the world 
was following in the footsteps of the West. He encapsulated his 
views in his book blam: Religion of the Future. There, he wrote, 
the danger to the Islamic world from the West was the latter’s 
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attempt to confine Islam to the sphere of emotion and ritual, 
bar it from participating in the activity of life and check its 
complete predominance over every secular human activity, a 
pre-eminence it earns by virtue of its nature and function. In 
other words, only Islamic theocracy is legitimate, which is what 
Qutb and his sympathizers have wanted to restore ever since. 

This is why Qutb judged Nasser’s Arab socialism to be so 
wicked. While in prison, Qutb also wrote a massive thirty- 
volume commentary on the Quran. When it came to people 
like Nasser, he commented, there were those ‘who claim to be 
Muslims, but perpetrate corruption’, false co-religionists who 
‘oppose the implementation of God’s law’, evil rulers who ‘are 
seriously lacking in faith and loyalty to God and Islam’. 

Emmanuel Sivan, in Radical Islam: Medieval Theology and 
Modern Politics , quotes Qutb as saying about tyrants such as 
Nasser that in such regimes, ‘man is under the domination of 
man rather than of Allah.’ As we saw, to Qutb, ‘everything 
around is jahiliyya [ignorant of Islam] ... including a good part 
of what we consider Islamic culture’. 

Thus Qutb rejected not just Arab socialism but Arab 
nationalism as well — including Nasser’s brief attempt to unify 
with Syria in a United Arab Republic. As Qutb put it bluntly 
to his secret police interrogators, the ‘sole collective identity 
Islam offers is that of the faith’.The founder of the Ba’ath Party 
in Syria, Michel Aflaq, was a Christian, as were numerous other 
Arabs around the Middle East. Unity on the basis of Arab 
ethnicity would include them, but that was unacceptable to a 
pious Muslim like Qutb. 

Qutb thus rejected geographical nationalism in favour of 
the religious kind. As he put it: 
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The homeland a Muslim should cherish and defend is not a mere 
piece of land; the collective identity he is known by is not that of 
a regime ... His jihad is solely geared to protect the religion of 
Allah and his Sharia and to save the abode of Islam and no other 
territory. 

This is also the view of bin Laden and A1 Qaeda. To extremist 
Muslims, there is only the Dar al-Islam , (Realm of Islam) and 
the Dar al-Harb (Realm of War), and no other state has true 
legitimacy in the eyes of God. The world according to this 
view only has two halves — that under direct Islamic rule and 
the rest that is both outside it and thus in conflict with it. 

(Moderate Muslims, by contrast, are active in working out 
how the millions of the faithful now living in the West can do 
so, and in a way that enables them to be both pious believers 
and good citizens at the same time. This is the exciting new 
possibility of a Realm of Peace, or Dar al-Salaam). 

Qutb therefore told his interrogators that ‘Patriotism should 
consist in bonds to the faith, not to a piece of land.’ 

But apart from the now vanished Taliban Afghanistan, and 
revolutionary Iran, there has not been a fully-fledged Islamic 
state to keep the extremist Muslims happy. If even Saudi Arabia 
is insufficient, then no one is truly up to the mark. What 
extremists want thus falls into the category of a country that 
once existed in a Golden Age. While Christianity and Islam are 
unique in their combination of universal claims and their 
monotheism, radical Islam is very similar to many other faiths 
when it comes to internal motivations for religious terrorism. 
This has been pointed out very clearly by the LSE professor, 
Anthony Smith, in his seminal Chosen Peoples as well as in 
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several of his other works. What all of these faiths look to is a 
heroic mythical Golden Age, when everything was as it should 
be, the godly members of the chosen race ruled justly and 
everyone followed the dictates of the faith as laid down. 

In the case of Hinduism, it is nostalgia for an era before the 
Mughal invasions, when India was, for all intents and purposes, 
an overwhelmingly Hindu state. In Judaism, the extremist 
Zionists who wish to create a Greater Israeli state with much 
larger boundaries than those of the present nation, a 
Sanhedrin, Temple worship and besides, live in hope that this 
will speed the appearance of the long-awaited Messiah. Sikhs 
want an independent Kalistan, a country of their own as it 
existed before the conquests of the British. 

Islamic extremists want nothing less than a full restoration 
of the great Caliphates. This, by definition, is considerably 
more than the establishment of an independent Palestinian 
state, because it would include restoring Islamic rule to all the 
former domains, Spain included, as people in Madrid found 
out in 2004. 

(Moderate Muslims, such as Akbar Ahmed, also share a 
regret for the departed glories of Umayyad rule in Al-Andalus, 
calling it ‘Andalus nostalgia’. But they accept that times have 
changed and that the expulsion of the Moors from Granada in 
1492 became irreversible long ago). 

All this is not to deny that there are other issues involved. 
Many attribute much Muslim rage against Britain in 2005 to 
the British decision in 2003 to join America in conquering 
Iraq. But such things seem to be Arab Street issues - talking 
about Islamic terror means going to the Basement. 




254 


A CLASH OF CIVILIZATIONS? 


It is not just the Caliphates that these groups want restored. 
They also want a pure Islamic government, especially of the 
kind seen in the seventh century before the split of 680, their 
Golden Age of Islam when Muhammad was alive and when 
the Four Rightly Guided Caliphs ruled what they consider 
was a united all-powerful Islamic empire. 

As we saw, the description given to seventh-century 
Muslims is al-Salaf al-Salih , the venerable ancestors. Followers 
of the return to an idyllic Golden Age are therefore called 
salaftyya or salafi, the disciples of the ancestors. While most 
salaftyya are far from being extremists, all terrorists would be 
very much in the salaftyya camp, as a Guardian interview with 
young Muslims shortly after 9/11 demonstrated. As the 
reporters discovered, ordinary Muslim youths despaired at the 
extremism of some of the radicals who had tried to turn 
everyone at local mosques into salajists. 

Michael Scott Doran, of Princeton, has written in Foreign 
Affairs and in Why Did This Happen? that A1 Qaeda ‘grew out 
of ... [this] religious movement ... [and that such extremists] 
regard the Islam that most Muslims practice today as polluted 
by idolatry; they seek to reform the religion by emulating the 
first generation of Muslims, whose pristine society they 
consider to have best reflected Gods wishes for humans.’ 

Doran reminds us that by no means are all salaftyya Muslims 
violent. Nor, as he points out, do all such extremists wish to 
globalize their struggle: Hamas, as already noted, restricts its 
use of suicide bombing and mass killing to the Palestinian 
struggle for independence. 

Sayyid Qutb, he opines, is the ideologue of the salaftyya 
movement, ‘the most important Salafi thinker of the last 
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half-century, and a popular author in the Muslim world today, 
nearly 40 years after his death’, which was in 1966. What he 
accomplished, mainly in jail, was an update on Ibn Taymiyya 
that enabled extremist Muslims to think that they could kill 
apostate Muslims, especially rulers whose Islam they 
considered to be compromised, or only skin deep. His disciple 
Osama bin Laden has also issued many fatwas, or religious 
pronouncements, either in his name or in that of whatever 
front organization he was using at the time. The classic 
example was the one published in early 1998, and whose 
significance many did not fully grasp until over three years 
later, in September 2001. 

Bernard Lewis gave an excellent treatment of it in Foreign 
Affair, ‘License to Kill’ Nov/Dec. 1998. However he does not 
quote from it in full, and to understand properly what is going 
on with religious, salafiyya extremism in the early twenty-first 
century, we need to have all of it. (The translation is that given 
in Walter Laquer’s Voices of Terror, Source Books, 2004). 

Praise be to Allah, who revealed the Book, controls the clouds, 
defeats factionalism, and says in his Book, ‘But when the forbidden 
months are past, then fight and slay the pagans wherever ye find 
them, seize them, beleaguer them and lie in wait for them in every 
stratagem of war.’ Peace be upon our Prophet, Muhammad Bin- 
’Abdullah, who said, ‘I have sent the sword between my hands to 
ensure that no one but Allah is worshipped, Allah who put my 
livelihood under the shadow of my spear and who inflicts humili¬ 
ation and scorn on those who disobey my orders.’ 

The Arabian peninsular has never — since Allah made it flat, 
created its desert and encircled it with seas — been stormed by any 
forces like the crusader armies spreading in it like locusts, eating 
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its riches, and wiping out its plantations. All this is happening at a 
time in which nations are attacking Muslims like people fighting 
over a plate of food. In the fight of grave situation and the lack of 
support, we and you are obliged to discuss current events, and we 
should all agree on how to settle the matter. 

No one argues today about three facts that are known to 
everyone. We will fist them in order to remind everyone. 

First, for over seven years the United States has been occu¬ 
pying the lands of Islam in the holiest of places, the Arabian 
peninsula, plundering its riches, dictating to its rulers, humiliating 
its people, terrorizing its neighbours, and turning its bases in the 
peninsula into a spearhead through which to fight the neigh¬ 
bouring Muslim peoples. 

If some people in the past argued about the fact of the occu¬ 
pation, all the people of the peninsula have now acknowledged it. 
The best proof of this is the Americans’ continued aggression 
against the Iraqi people using the peninsula as a staging post, even 
though all its rulers are against their territories being used to that 
end, but they are helpless. 

Second, despite the great devastation inflicted on the Iraqi 
people by the crusader-Zionist alliance, and despite the huge 
numbers of those killed, which has exceeded one million, despite 
all this, the Americans are once again trying to repeat the horrible 
massacres, as though they are not content with the protracted 
blockade imposed after the ferocious war or the fragmentation 
and devastation. 

So here they come to annihilate what is left of this people and 
to humiliate their Muslim neighbours. 

Third, if the Americans’ aims behind these wars are religious 
and economic, the aim is also to serve the Jews’ petty state and to 
divert attention from its occupation of Jerusalem and the murder 
of Muslims there. The best proof of this is their eagerness to 
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destroy Iraq, the strongest neighbouring Arab state, and their 
endeavour to fragment all the states of the region such as Iraq, 
Saudi Arabia, Egypt and Sudan into paper statelets and through 
their disunion and weakness to guarantee Israels survival and the 
continuation of the brutal crusade occupation of the peninsula. 

All these crimes and sins committed by the Americans are a 
clear declaration of war upon Allah, his Messenger, and Muslims, 
and ulema have throughout Islamic history unanimously agreed 
that the jihad is an individual duty if the enemy destroys Muslim 
countries. This was revealed by Imam Bin-Qadamah in ‘A1- 
Mughni’, Imam Al-Kisa’i in ‘Al-Bada’i’, Al-Qurtubi in his inter¬ 
pretation, and the shaykh of Al-Islam in his books, where he said, 
‘As for fighting to repulse [an enemy], it is aimed at defending 
sanctity and religion, and it is a duty as agreed [by the ulema]. 
Nothing is more sacred than belief except repulsing an enemy 
who is attacking religion and fife.’ 

On that basis, and in compliance with Allah’s order, we issue 
the following fatwa to all Muslims: 

The ruling to kill all Americans and their allies — civilians and 
military - is an individual duty for every Muslim who can do it in 
any country where it is possible to do it, in order to liberate the al- 
Aqsa Mosque and the holy mosque [Mecca] from their grip, and in 
order for their armies to move out of all the lands of Islam, defeated 
and unable to threaten any Muslims.This is in accordance with the 
words of Almighty Allah,‘and fight the pagans all together as they 
fight you all together’, and‘fight them until there is no more tumult 
or oppression, and there prevail justice and faith in Allah.’ 

This is in addition to the words of Almighty Allah:‘And why 
should ye not fight in the cause of Allah and of those who, being 
weak, are ill-treated (and oppressed)? — women and children — 
whose cry is: “Our Lord, rescue us from this town, whose people 
are oppressors; and raise for us from thee one who will help!”’ 
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We — with Allah’s help — call upon every Muslim who believes 
in Allah and wishes to be rewarded to comply with Allah’s order 
to kill the Americans and plunder their money wherever and 
whenever they find it. We also call upon Muslim ulema, leaders, 
youths and soldiers to launch the raid on Satan’s US troops and 
the devil’s supporters allying with them, and to displace those 
who are behind them so that they may learn a lesson. 

Almighty Allah said: ‘O, ye who believe, give your response to 
Allah and His Apostle, when He calleth you to that which will 
give you fife. And know that Allah cometh between a man and his 
heart, and that it is He to whom ye shall all be gathered.’ 

Almighty Allah also says:‘O, ye who believe, what is the matter 
with you, that when you are asked to go forth in the cause of 
Allah, ye cling so heavily to the earth! Do ye prefer the life of this 
world to the hereafter? But little is the comfort of this life, as 
compared with the hereafter. Unless ye go forth, he will punish 
you with a grievous penalty, and put others in your place; but him 
ye will not harm in the least. For Allah hath power over all things.’ 

Almighty Allah also says:‘So lose no heart, nor fall into despair. 
For you must gain mastery if ye are true in faith’. 

Most people will not have seen a full version, so this long 
quotation should be helpful. For here is as good a description 
of salaftyya doctrine as one could hope to find anywhere - 
the many fatwas issued by bin Laden in October 2001 and 
afterwards really do no more than to add to what he states 
here. It also demonstrates, for instance, the way he uses both 
the Quran and the Hadith, the latter being the authenticated 
sayings of Muhammad not contained in the Quran itself. 

Saudi Arabia is the holiest part of Islam, because of the presence 
of the two special cities, Mecca and Medina. Next in holiness is 
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Jerusalem, and then Baghdad, for so long capital of the Abbasid 
Caliphate, Islam’s Golden Age. Note that it is the presence of 
Americans — infidels — on sacred Saudi soil and the need to get rid 
of them to restore Saudi ‘purity’ that so preoccupies bin Laden; 
pronouncements on the Palestinian issue would come later. This 
was underlined by the Islamic specialist Olivier Roy in the New 
York Times on 22 July 2005 - with bin Laden’s ultimate aim being 
not to help the Palestinians, but to build a theocratic Islamic 
Caliphate that will restore Muslim power. 

Psychologically the wording is interestingly similar to 
much fascist literature of the 1930s, in which Jews were 
described as infections in pure Aryan (or Romanian, in the 
case of that country) soil. Roger Griffin, a British authority 
on fascism, describes this phenomenon as ‘palingenetics’, or 
myth-based ultra-nationalism. Griffin argues that fascism is an 
‘of-this-world’, secular ideology, but that the Romanian 
version was strongly religious. I would argue that it is legit¬ 
imate to apply the palingenetics paradigm to religious nation¬ 
alism as well. 

It is therefore possible to say that extremist salafiyya Islam 
wants to restore an Islamic mythical nation, religiously pure 
and unsullied, in the same way that Nazis and Iron Guard 
fascists wanted to restore a Jewish-free, racially pure German 
or Dacian country. 

In his fatwas in October and November 2001 bin Laden 
referred to Islam as being a nation, and the struggle as being 
religious. So it is not pushing an analogy too far to say that bin 
Laden is advocating a new kind of religious nationalism. In his 
case it is the whole Dar al-Islam (Realm of Islam), the entire 
Muslim umma from Morocco to Indonesia, as opposed to the 
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more geographically limited Third Reich or Greater Romania 
of the 1930s. The precise words may be different, but the 
phenomenon is the same. 

But it is Islamic rather than local nationalism that is being 
advocated. Bin Laden protests at the way in which the West 
divided the Dar al-Islam , a division that began with the decline 
and then the fall of the Ottoman Empire. While the Western 
powers did not intend to commit a religious act — it was 
Ataturk and the Turkish Parliament that abolished the post of 
Caliph — this is, in the view of many commentators, not 
believed in the Muslim world. 

The same, perhaps, is true of the creation of first the Jewish 
mandate and then Israel itself — it was a positive move in favour 
of Jews rather than an attempt to deprive good Muslims of land. 
(This, of course, is not how the Palestinian majority saw the 
arrival of Jewish settlers at the time, since they were in full occu¬ 
pation of the territory. Nor have they seen it that way since). 

We know now that one kind of suffering - that of Jews 
being persecuted in Europe — led in time to another kind, that 
of dispossessed Palestinians. Unfortunately, those who made 
Jewish setdement possible in the first place, such as Winston 
Churchill in 1921, did not foresee that the consequences of 
their actions would be with us still. 

In any case, at that time there were more Palestinian 
Christians than there are now — in many ways they are the 
group that has suffered the most. As the Economist noted in late 
2001, two-thirds or more of Arab-Americans, including those 
from Palestine, are of Christian not Muslim origin. 

Gilles Kepel and Michael Scott Doran also make the signif¬ 
icant point that in the Middle East, it is the local rulers who are 
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the main enemy of the jihadists rather than the West. They 
point out that bin Laden in attacking the USA is trying to 
attack an enemy of Islam - he calls the USA Harbal, the name 
for a pre-Islamic idol and false god — but in so doing is thereby 
hoping to destroy the one superpower that keeps the corrupt 
and despotic House of Saud in being. But for America, the 
view goes, the Saudi regime would collapse and the peninsula 
could return to pure Islamic rule once again. 

According to such extremists, America is the far enemy, the 
local regimes the near one. Destroy the ability or desire of the 
far enemy to support the near enemy and the local apostate 
regimes will crumble. 

As many newspaper articles in July 2005 pointed out, the 
radicals will use ‘hot button’ issues to gain support. Palestine, 
Iraq after 2003, the crushing of dissent in Egypt and Algeria — 
all these are causes that can win over the Arab Street, and 
maybe recruit some to the Basement. But all these are means 
to an end, rather than the principal goal itself. 

For as Michael Scott Doran reminds us, the attempts by the 
Islamic revolutionaries to succeed in taking over, other than in 
Iran, have all proved futile. Furthermore, despotic regimes are 
far more ruthless than any in the West at crushing dissent, as 
the deaths of over 100,000 people in Algeria bear witness. 
(Many of these were by government forces — but thousands of 
ordinary Algerians also died at the hand of the Islamists, who 
thereby proved themselves good pupils of ibn Taymiyya and 
Sayyid Qutb, in that the extremists were willing to shed the 
blood of their fellow Muslims, whom they regarded as inade¬ 
quately Islamic or compromised by secular values.) One could 
argue therefore that it was because the attempt to overthrow 
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the near enemy was failing — for example after the assassination 
of President Sadat of Egypt when the Egyptian people failed 
to rise in support of the supporters of jihad — that Islamic 
extremists such as bin Laden shifted their attention to the far 
enemy, the West. 

Specialists differ on what this implies for the future of 
Islamic terror. Gilles Kepel, for example, the author of The War 
for Muslim Minds , feels that the supporters of jihad are on the 
decline, whereas Malise Ruthven, of A Fury for God , thinks 
otherwise. The events in Britain in 2005 seem to suggest that 
the latter is right, since there is now a growing constituency 
among Muslims in Europe for extremist action. The majority 
of Muslims in the West are certainly against such atrocities, and 
have issued fatwas of their own to condemn them, but it only 
takes a very few recruits to cause completely disproportionate 
mayhem. 

Iraq, the Palestine issue — often called the cancer at the heart 
of the Middle East — and the new danger of a nuclear Iran: all 
these add together to make the region as crucial as ever in the 
geopolitics of the early twenty-first century Iran remains unpre¬ 
dictable. Few foresaw a moderate President being replaced by a 
hard-finer. Then, in Israel, the end of the Likud era, with a new, 
comparatively moderate party, Kadima, coming to power, was 
also unexpected. The same could be said for the Palestinian 
Authority area, when the inhabitants elected not the perennial 
PLO, but Hamas, a religious party, rejectionist in regard to Israel. 
Few brave pundits would have foretold in early 2005 what 
events would come later in the year, and in early 2006. 

However, it is what happens in Iraq that will surely prove 
crucial so far as the Middle East is concerned. Much depends 
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on whether Iraq can hold together, and on how Sunni 
Muslims and Kurds react to majority Shiite rule, even if there 
is some kind of coalition government. Certainly as the 
Egyptian, Jordanian and Algerian experience has shown, local 
governments can be far more ruthless in suppressing dissent 
than more liberally inclined Western regimes. An authentically 
Iraqi regime could thus be draconian with continued Sunni 
A1 Qaeda-linked terrorism. But that in turn could also make 
the situation worse, rather than better, especially if it escalates 
into full-scale civil war. 

We must hope for the best, for that is what the people of the 
Middle East so richly deserve after a century of foreign rule 
and internal conflict. But, as Zhou Enlai is famously supposed 
to have said about the long-term effects of the French 
Revolution, it is still too early to tell ... 



A SELECTIVE CHRONOLOGY OF 
THE MIDDLE EAST 


This is a selective chronology — had it been inclusive, it would 
have been far too long. Since recent events are fluid, fewer of 
them have been included as it is hard to know what will prove 
significant in the long term. I am grateful to chronologies I 
have seen in the works of Jacob M. Fellure, Arthur 
Goldschmidt Jr. and Bernard Lewis. When precise dates are 
unknown, the c. symbol has been used, and with Ancient 
Egyptian dates, please refer to the relevant chapter. 




c. 3500 Sumerians begin to use the wheel 

c. 3200 Sumerian civilization starts to use the world s 

first written language 
c. 3100 Egypt united 

c. 2100 Abraham, the founder of Judaism, born in Ur 
c. 2000 The Babylonian civilization emerges 
c. 1700 Hammurabi promulgates his law code 
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C. 1440 
c. 1350 

c. 1000 

c. 930 

722 

605 

586 

539 

C. 4 BC-AD 1 

AD 

c. 29-33 
47-49 

63 

66-70 

70 

114-117 

132-135 

224 

241-244 


Moses promulgates the Ten Commandments 
Akhenaten introduces worship of the Aten in 
Egypt 

Unified Kingdom of Israel, under David and 
then Solomon, begins 

Israel splits into Israel in the north and Judah in 
the south 

Israel beaten by the Assyrians 
Nebuchadnezzar founds a new Babylonian 
empire 

Judah conquered by the Babylonians and exiled 
to Babylon 

Persians conquer the Babylonian Empire and 

soon let the Jews return home 

Birth of Jesus Christ, the founder of Christianity 


Ministry and crucifixion of Jesus Christ 
The Apostle Paul takes Christianity beyond its 
roots in Palestine 

Pompey visits the great Nabataean civilization 
of Petra 

First Jewish revolt 

Romans capture Jerusalem and destroy the Temple 

Second Jewish Revolt 

Third Jewish Revolt 

Sassanian dynasty begins in Persia 

First of many wars between the Sassanians in 

Persia and the Roman Empire 
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297 Romans gain temporary advantage over Persia 

303 Persecution against Christians by the Emperor 

Diocletian 

306 Constantine becomes Emperor 

312 Constantine legalizes Christianity 

325 Council of Nicaea ratifies Christian doctrine 

330 Constantinople founded (now called Istanbul) 

c. 337—361 Further conflicts between Rome and Persia 
381 Christianity becomes the official religion of the 

Roman Empire 

c. 503—591 More Roman/Persian conflict, with truces in 

some years 

c. 570 Probable birth of Muhammad, the founder of 

Islam 

610 Muhammad receives the revelations that later 

form the Quran 

614 The Persians temporarily capture Jerusalem 

622 The flight of Muhammad and his followers to 

Medina: Islam’s calendar begins 
624 Battle of Badr, in which the Islamic forces prevail 

628 Truce between Muhammad and the Meccans 

628 Truce between Rome and the Sassanian Empire 

630 Muhammad enters Mecca 

632 Muhammad dies; Abu Bakr becomes First Caliph 

634 Omar becomes Second Caliph 

636 Muslims win the key battle of Yarmuk over the 

Persians 

637 Muslims win the key battle of Qadissiya over the 

Byzantines 

638 Muslims capture Jerusalem 
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639-642 

644 

656 

661 

661-750 

680 

691 

711-1492 

720 

732 

750-1258 

786-809 

909 

969-1171 

1071 

1096 

1099 

1171-1193 

1187 

1250-1517 

1258 

1260 


Islamic conquest of Egypt 

Uthman becomes Third Caliph 

Ali, Muhammad’s cousin and son-in-law, 

becomes Fourth Caliph 

Ali murdered and the Umayyads seize power 

The Umayyad Caliphate, based in Damascus 

Battle of Karbala: the Sunni Umayyads beat the 

Shiites, and Ali s son Hussein is killed 

Dome of the Rock built in Jerusalem 

The Islamic occupation of Spain 

Muslim armies temporarily seize part of 

southern France 

Battle of Tours/Poitiers rescues France from 
invaders 

Abbasid Caliphate, based in Baghdad after 762 
Reign of the Caliph Harun al-Rashid 
Beginnings of Fatimid rule in northern Africa, 
starting in Tunis 

Fatimid Caliphate based in Egypt 
SeljukTurks defeat Byzantine forces at the 
Battle ofManzikert 

Crusaders from the West enter the region 

Crusaders capture Jerusalem 

Reign of Saladin based in Cairo 

Saladin recaptures Jerusalem 

Mamluk rule over Egypt 

Mongols sack Baghdad and massacre its 

inhabitants 

Mamluks beat the Mongols at the Battle of Ayn 
Jalut 
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1326 

1354 

1389 

1451-1481 

1453 

1492 

1517 

1520-1566 

1529 

1571 

1683 

1699 

1774 

1798-1801 

1803 

1805-1849 

1826 

1829 


Ottomans capture Bursa in Anatolia 

First Ottoman incursion into Europe, in the 

Balkans 

Serbs lose the Battle of Kosovo 

Reign of Ottoman Sultan Mehmed II (the 

Conqueror) 

Ottomans capture Constantinople, which 
becomes their new capital Istanbul 
Last Moors expelled from Spain 
Ottoman capture of Egypt (and also of the Holy 
Places, Mecca and Medina) 

Reign of Ottoman Sultan, Suleiman the 
Magnificent 

First unsuccessful Ottoman siege of Vienna 
Ottoman navy beaten by Don John of Austria at 
Battle of Lepanto 

Second and final unsuccessful Ottoman siege of 
Vienna 

Treaty of Carlowitz — first major Ottoman 
territorial reverse 

Further Ottoman humiliation at the Treaty of 
Kuchuk Kainaiji with Russia 
French occupation of Egypt under Napoleon 
First Wahhabi occupation of Mecca and Medina 
Mehmet Ali the effective ruler of Egypt, his 
dynasty lasting until 1952 
Sultan Mahmud II destroys the Janissaries 
Greece the first Balkan state to gain 
independence from the Ottomans 
Algeria seized by the French 


1830 
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1853-1855 Crimean War 
1869 Suez Canal opened 

1878 Ottoman Empire humiliated by Russia then 

rescued by Britain at the Congress of Berlin 

1881 France seizes Tunis 

1882 Britain takes effective control of Egypt 

1901 Ibn Saud begins his long rule, beginning in 

Najd 

1908 The Young Turk revolution 

1912 Ottoman Empire loses Libya to Italy and 

territory in the First Balkan War 

1913 Ottomans regain some territory in the Second 

Balkan War; CUP seizes power 

1914 The Ottoman Empire sides with Germany in 

the First World War 

1915- 1916 Ottoman forces win against Britain and 

Australia at Gallipoli 

1916 The Sykes-Picot agreement, which the British 

soon regret 

1916- 1918 The Arab Revolt led by the Hashemite clan, 

withT.E. Lawrence helping 

1917 British and Australian forces capture Jerusalem 

and Baghdad 

1918 Ottoman Empire defeated 

1920 At San Remo, the Western allies carve up the 

Ottoman Empire into Mandates 

1920—1922 Turkish war against Greece, won by the Turks 

under Mustapha Kemal 

1921 Churchill creates Iraq and Transjordan at the 

Cairo Conference 
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1923 Victorious Turks sign new Treaty of Lausanne, 

expelling the Greeks 

1923 Mustapha Kemal becomes Kemal Ataturk; the 

Ottoman Empire abolished 

1924 Ataturk also abolishes the Caliphate; Ibn Saud 

conquers the Hijaz 

1932 Notional Iraqi independence; Ibn Saud creates 

Saudi Arabia 

1945 Syria and Lebanon gain independence from 

France 

1948 Britain gives Israel independence, but the first 

Arab-Israeli war then follows 

1949 Abdullah of Jordan seizes the West Bank and 

absorbs it into his country 

1952 Coup in Egypt overthrows the monarchy 

1954—1970 Nasser the ruler of Egypt 

1956 The Suez debacle; Britain and France have to 

withdraw under American pressure 
1958 Iraqi monarchy overthrown in bloodthirsty coup 

1962 Slavery finally abolished in Saudi Arabia 

1964 The PLO founded 

1967 The Six Day War, won by Israel 

1970 Nasser dies and succeeded as President by Sadat 

(until latters murder in 1981) 

1973 TheYom KippurWar: Israel wins but Egypt 

regains face 

1973—1975 Initial phase of the Lebanese Civil War 
1977-1983 Menachem Begin Prime Minister of Israel 
1978 Camp David talks between Begin, Sadat and US 

President Jimmy Carter 
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1979 

1979 

1979- 1981 

1980- 1988 

1981 

1982 

1987-1993 

1989 

1990 

1991 

1992 

1993 

1994 

1995 

1998 

2000 

2000 

2001-2006 

2001 


Overthrow of the Shah of Iran and the 
beginning of the Islamic Republic 
Egypt-Israel Peace Treaty (still in force); Saddam 
Hussein President of Iraq 

American hostage crisis with US diplomats held 
in Tehran 

Iran-Iraq war, with nearly a million casualties 

Sadat assassinated by Islamic extremists, some of 

whom later help form A1 Qaeda 

Israelis invade Lebanon, Phalangists massacre 

civilians in Sabra and Chatilla 

First Palestinian uprising, or intifada 

Death of Ayatollah Khomeini; Ayatollah 

Khameini becomes Supreme Leader 

Iraq invades Kuwait 

US-led coalition expels Iraq from Kuwait: the 
Gulf War 

Palestinians and Israel start secret talks in Oslo 
Palestine/Israel accord signed in Washington DC 
Jordan/Israel Peace Treaty (still in force) 

Murder of Israeli Prime Minister Rabin by 
Jewish extremist 

First major fatwa by Osama bin Laden and A1 
Qaeda attack on US Embassies 
Abortive Camp David discussions between PLO 
and Israel 

Second Palestinian intifada begins (and still in 
progress) 

Ariel Sharon Prime Minister of Israel 
September 11 attack by A1 Qaeda on the USA 
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2003 

2005 

2006 
2006 


US-led invasion of Iraq; Saddam Hussein 
overthrown 

Hard-liner Mahmoud Ahmadinej ad elected 
President of Iran 

New Kadima Party becomes main partner in 
new Israeli government 

Hamas, the Islamist and rejectionist party, wins 
the Palestinian elections 




GLOSSARY 


al-Fatah\ conquest. 

al-Jabr. restoration, the origin of the word ‘algebra’. 
al-Salaf al-Salih : the venerable ancestors, 
ayatollah: a Shiite Muslim term for a senior legal interpreter of 
the Quran, not a clergyman in the Western sense but a reli¬ 
gious authority with similar stature. There is no equivalent in 
Sunni Islam. 

Bayt al-Hikmah : the House ofWisdom — the place of learning 
established in Baghdad by the Abbasid Caliphs. 
colons (French): the French settlers in Algeria, 
cuneiform: an early form of alphabet created by the 
Sumerians. 

Dar al-Harb: the realm or abode of war used to refer to areas 
not ruled by Islamic law. 

Dar al-Islam: the realm of Islam — the lands under the rule of 
Islam, past as well as present. 

Dar al-Salaatn: the realm of Peace — a newer concept, a realm 
where there is neither war nor Islamic control. 
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dervishme : the unpopular Ottoman practice of kidnapping 
Christian boys, converting them to Islam, and training them 
as administrators. 

dhimmis : non-Islamic protected peoples. 

Faqih : Supreme Leader, or interpreter of the Quran. 

fatwa: a religious pronouncement; a ruling on a point of 
Islamic law given by a recognized authority. 

ferengi : Franks - the word used for all Crusaders. 

Jtqh : man-made justice. 

Hadith: the recorded non-Quranic sayings of the Prophet. 

Haj: the pilgrimage to Mecca, which all Muslims should make 
at least once. 

haraka : the Islamic movement. The word is often used as a 
political term. 

Harakat al-Tahrir al-Filistatii:The Movement for the Liberation 
of Palestine. 

hijra or (in Latin) hegira: the flight of Muhammad from 
Mecca to Medina in AD 622. 

IDF: the Israeli Defense Force. 

ijtihad : exercising individual interpretation as regards Muslim 
doctrine. 

intifada: literally means ‘uprising’ and refers to the Palestinian 
rebellion against Israeli rule since the late 1990s. 

jahili : un-Islamic. 

jahiliyya : ignorance of Islam. 

jihad: a personal or military struggle.The term is often used to 
describe an Islamic holy war against unbelievers. 

millet : the Ottoman system, in which everyone was classified 
by their religion, rather than by their ethnicity (except Jews, 
since theirs was a dual category). 
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mujadid : an interpreter of Islam. 

outremer. means ‘beyond the sea’ and is the name given by the 
Crusaders to their territories in the Holy Land. 

PLO: the Palestinian Liberation Organization, the main 
nationalist vehicle for Palestinian independence until 
Hamas won the elections of 2006. The PLO is essentially 
secular though most of its members are Muslims. 

Rashidutt : the ‘Rightly Guided Caliphs’, successors of 
Muhammad. 

RSS: an extremist Hindu organization in India said to be 
responsible for the murder of Mahatma Gandhi. 

salaf. the revered ancestors of the first Islamic century. 

salajiyya or salafi: the disciples of the ancestors and the 
followers of the Golden Age of Islam. 

SAVAK: the name for the secret police during the reign of the 
last Shah of Iran. 

sharia: God-given Islamic law based on the Quran. In Saudi 
Arabia, it is part of the constitution. As it is God-given, it 
cannot be disputed. 

Sharifs : bona fide descendants of the Prophet. 

Shia y tAli\ now known as the Shia, and its adherents as Shiites. 
About 15 per cent of Muslims worldwide are Shiites, mainly 
in Iran and southern Iraq. 

Shiism: the practice of Shia Islam, those Muslims awaiting the 
return of the hidden Imam. 

sunna: the example of the life of Muhammad. The term is 
not to be confused with Sunni, the 85 per cent of 
Muslims who agree with the authority of the first four 
Caliphs. 

sura: a section of the Quran. 
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Tanakh (Hebrew): the Scriptures, also known as the Old 
Testament. 

UAR: the United Arab Republic — the temporary union of 
Egypt and Syria in 1958, which lasted until the withdrawal 
of Syria in 1961. 

ulema: the Muslim name for collective legal experts. 

umma: the new Islamic community. 

untermenschen (German): a Nazi term meaning ‘under men’ 
used to describe Slavs, Jews and other races the Nazis 
persecuted. 

vilayet (Turkish): an administrative province in the Ottoman 
Empire. 

IVafd: Egyptian Arab nationalists. The term literally means 
‘delegation’. 
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